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Essay

who had mainly concentrated their fire to the
hinterland till then.

As it turned out, nothing happened. But the
paranoia did serve to underscare the extent to
which the Maoist uprising has by now embed-
ded itself in the national psyche. And with good
reason too. The insurgency has affected almost
all the 75 districts of the country (only a hand-
ful of remote mountain districts remain un-
touched). Five contiguous western Nepal dis-
tricts are, for all practical purposes, under the
control of the Maoists, with Kathmandu’s role
being limited to the district headquarters. Ac-
cess to Maoist-held areas is strictly controiled
by the insurgents themselves and prior permis-
sion from the commissars is required to enter.
By December 2000, the rebels had even set up
their own ‘people’s government’ in these dis-
tricts, complete with minor development works,
‘people’s courts’ and not a little bit of social
policing against alcoholism, usury and so on.

The Maoists” power is felt far beyond the
areas under their control. In some eastern dis-
tricts, they have taken up the role of cultural
policemen, going so far as to decree what is
‘proper’ for girls to wear. They have set off ex-
plosions in the factories of at least two Indian
multinationals in the Tarai. They charge vil-
lage “fevies’ from households even in districts
that they are not really active in. All over Ne-
pal, Maoist cadre make ‘collections’ from busi-
nesses small and large, armed with receipt
books. Maoist agents, known for their civility,
are active even in Kathmandu as they go about
making their collections in broad dayiight, and
There are perhaps very few establishments in
the country that have not paid up..

Even the Macists’ student wing has been
able to flex its muscles with considerable im-
pact. Last December, the students called for a
week-long closure of all schools in the king-
dom to protest the singing of the natienal an-
them (which they say glorities the king, and in
fact it does} and the teaching of Sanskrit (con-
sidered disadvantageous to the many cthnic
groups of the country). The fiat was complied
to without visible protest and school children
staved home that week.

For a country that has not seen a real war
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for nearly two centuries, the number of those
killed in the course of the fighting has been
numbing. The latest government figures show
that nearly 1700 people have lost their lives to
political violence in the last five years, sacri-
ficed to the police and Maoist bullets increas-
ingly. (In comparison, the 1990 People’s Move-
ment that did away with the menarchical Pan-
chayat system succeeded with a loss of fewer
than 50 lives.) By now there have been Maoist-
related deaths in 52 of the country’s 75
districts.

The insurgents have never been stronger in
terms of strategy and fighting strength. The first
indication of their fighting capability came in
September 2000, when a Maoist contingent
travelled for more than a week up the Bheri
river gorge and launched an overnight attack
on Dunai, the district headquarters of the west-
crn mountain district of Dolpa {see cover image).
There they killed 14 policemen, while the civil-
ian population cowered in terror. The death toli
was to rise dramatically in April this year, when
within a week Maoists guerillas stormed two
police posts in west Nepal and left 70 police-
men dead, some of them killed execution-stvle.
By now, the data prepared by a human rights
ngo in Kathmandu has begun to show more
potice deaths at the hands of Maoists than vice
versa,

These military ‘victories” in the hills of Ne-
pal are significant accomplishments for a mot-
ley collection of village vouth who foliowed a
handful of fircbrand leaders to begin their in-
surrection by bumping off ‘class enemies” with
rudimentary weapons and talking headily
about setting up andliqr ilakas (“base areas”) in
the remote regions. No one had imagined that
the People’s War would continue for so long or
reach so far, and by all accounts, even the Mao-
ists themselves, despite their claim to establish
a proletarian dictatorship under a “New Dem-
ocratic State”, will have been surprised by their
achievements so far. These are ne longer ro-
mantic revolutionaries. They are battle-hard-
ened fighters, and the only questien remaining
is whether their revolution will, or can, go any-
where.

The origins

For the general public in Nepal, the Maoists
were quite an unknown entity until they burst
into the scene in 1996. That is understandable
in a country which has seen the communist
groupings split, merge and split again so many
times that only an acute observer will be able to
navigate this history with case. The Commu-
nist Party of Nepa! (Maoist) itsell was no dif-

Magar youth of
Rukum as
armed Maoist

fighters.
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In the days
before going
underground:
Baburam
Bhattarar (4th
from right)
leads a torch
raily.

ferent and given that the left centre-stage since
the restoration of democracy in 1990 had been
dominated by the Communist Party of Nepal
(Unified Marxist-Leninist), the Maoist pariy
(and its carlier reincarnations) was perceived
as just one among the conglomeration of fac-
tions that spanned the political spectrum from
the CPN-UME onward to the extreme left.

The origins of today’s Maoists ge back to
the late 1960s. Following King Mahendra's sei-
zure of state power in 1960 after arresting the
cabinet and dissolving the elected parliament,
all political parties were banned. Within the
Communist Party of Nepal, there emerged two
groups: one that preferred to work together
with the king and the other that demanded the
restoration of parliament. That difference of
opinion was later formalised with a split that
reflected the Sino-Soviet rift, with the pro-king
faction allied to Moscow and the other to Pe-
king. Despite the ban, like other political par-
ties, the communist grouping opposed to the
monarchy continued functioning, but given the
prohibition in place, various local units had
begun to operate independently.

In this situation, two of the communist lead-
ers who had made a name as radicals within
the party, Mohan Bikram Singh and Nirmal
Lama (who dicd last year), set about creating a
new party apparatus. In spite of ditferences
with their conternporaries, including with the
founder of the Communist Party of Nepal, Push-
pa Lal Shrestha, they succeeded in holding
what they calied the communist party’s Fourth
Convention (Chauthe Mahadhiveshain) in 1974
and named their new party the Communist
Party of Nepal (Fourth Convention). Its basic
divergence was that while Pushpa Lal had ai-

ways maintained the need for the communists
to join hands with all forces (read, the Nepali
Congress) in their fight against absolute mon-
archy, the Feurth Convention opposed any
such inclination. The Fourth Convention also
demanded the election of a constituent assem-
bly te write a constitution (as opposed to Push-
pa Lal’s stance which called for the restoration
of parliament), and its strategy was to begin a
people’s movement which could at the eppor-
tune moement be converted into an armed re-
volt, The top leadership of today's Maoists
comes from this school.

Mcanwhile, quite unconnected with these
happenings, an actual communist uprising
took place in a corner of Nepal. This was in
Jhapa, the southcastern-most district of the
country and right across the border from the
Naxalbari region in India. The Naxalite move-
ment was well underway in West Bengal when,
in April 1972, a group of young Nepali activ-
ists began a campaign to climinate “class ene-
mics’ in Jhapa. This turned out to be no more
than a romantic adventure and was suppressed
by the king's government in no time. A total of
seven ‘class enemies” were killed before the lead-
ers were jailed and the movement ended. At its
founding, the Fourth Convention came otit ve-
hemently against the Jhapa Movement, declar-
ing: “While we support the spirit and sacrifice
shown in the struggle against class enemics,
the terrorist tactics adepted...cannot be called
Marxism-Lerinism. This is a form of serni-an-
archy.”

The Fourth Convention denounced the
Jhapa uprising, vet it did represent the extreme
left in Nepal, and until the mid-1980s it re-
mained the major player among the commu-
nist factions. In 1983, Mohan
Bikram broke awayv and
formed the Communist Party
of Nepal (Masal) (rrisal mean-
ing torch in Nepalij. {In 1984,
Masal became one of the
founding members of the Rev-
olutionary International Maove-
ment/RIM, a grouping of Mao-
ist parties worldwide. The
present-day Maoists have
since replaced Masal within
RIM.) Two years later, Masal
split further into CPN (Masal)
and N (Mashal). These divi-
sions led to an erosion of pub-
lic support for the Fourth Con-
vention, ironically to the bene-
fit of the Communist Party of

Nepal (Marxist-Leninist),
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the party set up by the leaders of the [hapa
Movement.

It was in the Mashal party that Pushpa Ka-
mal Dahal {the Maoist supremo who goes by
the nom de guerre of Prachanda) appeared on
the top rung of leadership for the first time, and
later became its general secretary. The other
well-known present-day Maoist leader,
Baburam Bhattarai, remained with Mohan
Bikram.

That was the situation until the launch of
the 1990 eople’s Movement, which was un-
dertaken by the Nepali Congress and a group-
ing of seven left parties, the United Left Front
(ULF), against King Birendra’s Panchayat sys-
tem. Although the mother party, the Fourth
Convention, became part of the ULFE, neither
Masal nor Mashal joined it. With other small
leftist groups, they instead formed an alliance
called the United National People's Movement,
and only joined the People’s Movement once
the street protests had gathered momentum.
The climactic moments of 6 April 1990, when
police firing on the Kathmandu streets culmi-
nated in the capitulation of the old regime, is
believed to have been the handiwork of this
latter group - its having incited the demonstra-
tors to try and storm the Narayanhiti Royal
Palace.

Following the restoration of democracy, the
hardline left parties pressed for an election to a
constituent assembly as a means of delivering
a genuine people’s constitution rather than
have a document handed down by the “estab-
lishment”. {The formation of a constituent as-
sembly was in fact promised by King Biren-
dra’s grandfather, Tribhuvan, as part of the so-
called Delhi Agreement of 1951 which led to
the downfall of the 104-year-old Rana oligar-
chy. The Nepali Congress party itself had agi-
tated initially for elections for a constituent as-
sembly and only later accepted the general elec-
tion as offered by King Mahendra in 1959.) In-
stead of a constituent assembly, however, some
selected representatives from the Nepali Con-
gress, the left, the royal palace and some inde-
pendents were given the task of drafting a new
constitution, which was promulgated in No-
vember 1990. That same month, four parties,
including the Fourth Convention, Masal and
Mashal, merged to form the Communist Party
of Nepal (Unity Centre), with Prachanda as
general secretary. The first general election was
approaching at the time and there was pres-
sure from within for the party to take part in it.
Accordingly, the United People’s Front (UPF)
was floated as the political wing of the Unity
Centre, and in the first parliament, the UPF
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emerged as the third largest group (with nine
seats) after the Nepali Congress (110 seats) and
the Communist Party of Nepal (Unified Marx-
ist-Leninist) (69). (The latter, which remains
today the all-powerful opposition party in Par-
liament, was a coming together of the Marxist-
Leninists, which had become the largest leftist
organisation by 1990, the remnants of Pushpa
Lal’s party and others of the left.)

The Unity Centre held its first conference a
year later in which the proposal for a “protract-
ed armed struggle on the route to a new demo-
cratic revolution”was discussed and accept-
ed. Tt was also decided that the Unity Centre
would go underground although, in practice,
it remained semi-underground. By the time the
1994 mid-term elections had come around,

Unity Centre had divided between a Unity Cen- -

tre headed by Nirmal Lama and another under
the same name led by Prachanda. The UPF also
fcll apart, reflecting that split, with the group
that supported Prachanda being led by
Baburam Bhattarai. Both factions of the UPF
approached the Election Commission for rec-
ognition. The one which supported Nirmal
Lama was given recognition. Baburam Bhatta-
rai then called for a boycott of the elections, an
action that at the time was perceived more as a
face-saving measure.

In March 1995, Prachanda’s Unity Centre
held its ‘Third Plenum’, during which they fore-
swore elections (it is believed at the insistence
of RIM) and decided to take up arms. It was
during that meeting that the Unity Centre was
renamed the Communist Party of Nepal (Mao-
ist). In September the same year, the party’s cen-
tral committee adopted a “Plan for the histori-
cal initiation of the people’s war” which stat-
ed that the “protracted people’s war [will be]
based on strategy of encircling the city from the
countryside according to the specificities of our

Maoist rally in
Holpa.
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country. The Party once again reiterates its ¢ter-
nal commitment to the theory of people’s war
developed by Mao as the universal and invin-
cible Marxist theory of war.”

{As far as the RIM is concerned, before 1996,
the Maoists of Nepal needed — for the sake of
their standing within the country - to claim
membership in RIM, howsoever marginal that
organisation may have been to world politics.
The document cited above talks about the CPN
(Maoist)'s “serious responsibility to contribute
towards the further development of Revolution-
ary Internationalist Movement/RIM, of which
our party is a participating member...” Howev-
er, Nepal's Maoists have become the vanguard
fiag-bearers of the revolutionary movement
worldwide, and it seems that it is the RIM which
needs association with the Nepali Maoists to
provide its very raison d’étre.)

This, then, was how thing lay when on 4
February 1996, Baburam Bhattarai presented
the Nepali Congress-led coalition government
of Sher Bahadur Deuba with a list of 40 de-
mands related to “nationalism, democracy and
livelihood”. These included abrogation of both
the 1950 and the Mahakali treaties with India
(one on “peace and friendship” and the other
on the sharing of the water on the western fron-
tier river); introducing work permits for foreign
(i.e. Indian) workers in Nepal; curtailing all
privileges of the royal family; drafting of a new
constitution through a constituent assembly;
nationalising the property of “comprador and
bureaucratic capitalists”; declaring Nepal a
secular nation; and also details such as pro-
viding villages with roads, drinking water and
electricity; and complete guarantee of freedom
of speech and publication. Incidentally, these
demands were not much different from the
points outlined in the 1991 election manifesto
of the above-ground united UPF. Bhattarai’s

covering letter contained an ultimatum that
unless the government initiated positive steps
towards fulfilling those demands by 17 Febru-
ary 1996, “we will be forced to embark on an
armed struggle against the existing state.”

Prime Minister Sher Bahadur Deuba was
on a state visit to India when the Maoists struck
in six districts on 13 February, four days before
the deadline had even expired. (Even today, the
mainstream left seeks to lay the blame for the
Maoist problem squarely on the door of the
Nepali Congress, since the fighting began
when the latter was running the government.
But, as the Congress spokesman and a minis-
ter at that time, Narahari Acharya, points
out, Baburam Bhattarai’s 40 demands con-
tained just two points more than a similar list
presented on 31 December 1994 to Prime Min-
ister Man Mohan Adhikari, who was heading
the minority government of the CPN-UML.
Acharya’s argument is also that, demands or
no demands, the Maoists would have begun
the uprising since that was the kind of violent
political agenda they had opted for.)

The Congress factor

Although realignments in party positions pro-
vided the Maoists with a theoretical premise
for beginning the People’s War, the political
situation on the ground toc proved conducive
for just such a move. This had mainly to do
with the historical antagonism between the
Nepali Congress and the left. Latter-day part-
ners in the fight against absolute monarchy,
the relationship turned acrimonious as the
campaigning began for the first general elec-
tions in 1991. When the Nepali Congress won
an outright majority in the Pratinidhi Sabha
(parliament) and Girija Prasad Koirala became
prime minister (his first of four tenures in the
last 11 years), this distrust took an ugly turn as

Grey areas show the Maoist stronghold
in west Nepai, and fwo other areas
where they are most active.

Kathmandu
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Crude bombs
used by the
Maoists.

human rights organisation, INSFC, recorded, in
Rolpa, “political workers, employees and
teachers have been the victims of arrest and
torture because of political revenge... There are
many incidents that political parties with sup-
port from the ruling power had taken political
revenge in this district.”

A section from the 1993 Yearbook of the
same organisation states: “In Libang [the head-
quarters] of Rolpa district regarded as a strong-
hold of United People’s Front an armed force
of 80 men including six inspectors and District
Police Officers.. launched a suppression cam-
paign... Women were misbehaved, chickens
and goats were slaughtered and eaten, and
citizens were widely charged with false alle-
gations.” There was retaliation from the other
side also, as this entry notes: “District Devel-
opment Committee member Shahi Ram Dangi,
a NC [Nepali Congress] supporter, was beaten
by three persons... Both of his arms were
broken.”

The abuse of state power continued, mean-
while. Not to be cowed down, and in line with
their stated aim of armed struggle, in 1995, the
Maoists (and the UPF} began what has been
called the Sija Campaign (after Sisne and Jalja-
la, the two main mountains of Rolpa and Ru-
kum) to propagate the Maoist ideology. In the
words of one of those who took part in it, as
told to the Rewvolutionary Worker, the weekly
newspaper of the Revolutionary Communist
Party of USA, it consisted of a central training,
programme after which the cadre went back to
practise what they had learnt. The purpose was
“to arouse the masses and heighten political
consciousness. These teams of leaders worked
with the masses building roads and bridges,
and farming...”

The Maoists continued to clash with the
Nepali Congress workers, but also with the
CPN-UML cadres. (Although the CPN-UML and
the UPF had worked out seat adjustments for
the 1991 elections, the strong showing by the
UPF in the western hills seems have alarmed
the CPN-UML into viewing the UPF as a poten-
tial competitor for left-minded party workers
as well as voters.) Meanwhile, the response of
the Nepali Congress government was a police
operation codenamed Romeo (R for Rolpa) to
“win the heart and minds” of the people. The
home minister at that time was Khum Bahadur
Khadka, elected from Dang District, neighbour-
ing Rolpa to the south. Rolpa, Rukum and
Dang all fall under Rapti Zone (zone being the
larger administrative boundary than a district),
and it is believed that Khadka perceived the
spread of the extreme left in his home zone as

something of a personal slight, hence the ruth-
lessness with which Operation Romeo was
conducted.

In a December 1995 interview with The In-
dependent weekly, Baburam Bhattarai said that
“around 1500 policemen, including a special-
ly trained commando force sent from Kath-
mandu, have been deployed to let loose a reign
of terror against the poor peasants... there has
been indiscriminate ransacking and looting of
properties of common people by the ruling party
hoodlums under the protection of the police
force. More than 10,000 rural youth, out of a
population of 200,000 for the whole district,
have been forced to flee their homes and take
shelter in remote jungles.”

The INSEC Human Rights Yearbook 1995
reports: “The government initiated...suppres-
sive operations to a degree of state terror. Espe-
cially, the workers of United People’s Front
were brutally suppressed. Under the direct lead-
ership of ruling party workers of the locality,
potice searched, tortured and arrested, with-
out arrest warrants, in 11 villages of the dis-
trict. Nearly 6000 locals had left the villages
due to the police operation. One hundred and
thirty-two people were arrested without serv-
ing any warrants. Among the arrested includ-
ed elderly people above 75 years of age. All the
detained were subjected to torture.”

While all this was going on, the Nepali civ-
il society, represented by the Kathmandu intel-
ligentsia, the human rights activists, the main-
stream media, among others, seemed more or
less unaware of the extent of state repression.
Had they been more alert and warned the gov-
ernment off, there was a possibility that the in-
surgency would never have acquired the in-
tensity it did over the years. (And this was not
to be last time the opinion-makers in Kath-
mandu Valley would fail their hill brethren.)
In retrospect, with the elite classes in the capi-
tal looking the other way, the police operation
succeeded in thoroughly alienating the local
population of Rolpa. As one activist put it to
the Revolutionary Worker, “Like Mao said, they
picked up a rock to drop it on their own feet.”

S0, while on the one hand the politicat wing
of the Maoists, the UFF, had had the door to
electoral politics closed on its face through de-

recognition by the Election Commission and |

they had adopted armed struggle as their pro-
grammme, there was outright suppression go-
ing on at the hands of the state in these far-
flung districts. Shyam Shrestha, a former mem-
ber of the Unity Centre and now an editor of a
leftist monthly, calls these the “push and pull
factors” that led to the Maoist uprising.
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above-ground politics that the underground
rebels were fighting, it becomes obvious why
the latter increased their reach in quantum
jumps. The 1994 elections had thrown up a
hung parliament that gave the country one mi-
nority government and as many as five coali-
tion ones. Everything, including the Maoist up-
rising, took a back seat as the parties in parlia-
ment tried out every previously-inconceivable
ideological permutations in their joust for
power.

When the attacks first began in the remote
hills, there was a certain nonchalance appar-
ent among the politicians in Kathmandu. Even
as they denounced the violent methods of the
Maoists and, for public consumption, some re-
peated ad nauseum calls for a “political settie-
ment” to the problem, the fact is that the politi-
cians of all hues preferred to view Nepali Mao-
ism as a simple law-and-order problem that
could be tackled by the police. Bhim Bahadur
Tamang was law and justice minister at the
time and he told a newspaper that since the
Maoists were not waging an ideaological battle,
they would have to be put down by force. The
home minister, Khum Bahadur Khadka, was
being equally forthright when he said: “We are
doing our best to bring them under control.” If
it was a problem to be ‘controiled’, it certainly
was not done to perfection, as events that have
played out since indicate,

If it was to be expected that the mainstrcam
communists would view the Maoists kindly,
that did not happen. In 1997, the mainstream
communists formed a coalition government
with the Rastriva Prajatantra Party, represent-
ing the discredited political force from the [an-
chayat era. It went one better than the Nepali
Congress and tried to introduce a ‘black law’
that would have given the police wide-rang-
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trying to address a police complaint that the
Maoists they caught were being released all-
too-casilyby the courts). Following widespread
protests from the intetligentsia and human
rights groups, and also from internationat or-
ganisations, the effort was aborted. Later, in
1998, the CPN (Marxist-Leninist) (a splinter
from the CPN-UML) joined the Nepali Congress
government as a junior partner barely two
maonths after the infamous potice action known
as ‘Kilo Sierra 2’ operation had been launched.

Following in the violent footsteps of Opera-
tion Romeo, Kilo Sierra 2 was at once the result
of several colluding factors: an undisciplined
police force that had all-too-quickly been politi-
cised beyond recognition; a political class of
ruling and opposition parties that saw the
Maoists as an aberration best Jiquidated; a na-
tional educated class that refused to demand
performance from the politicians even while
fashionably opposing the proposed ‘black law’.
(It is not entirely clear, but Kilo Sierra 2, i.e,
KS2, is said to be an anagram of the radio code
S2K, or Search to Kill)

Operation Kilo Sierra 2 was undertaken by
the Nepal Police in 18 districts of the country
for over a vear. Although the men in blue de-
nied throughout the existence of such an oper-
ation, from mid-1998 onwards the killing of
Maoists and their supporters escalated to reach
the highest point ever in the last five years of
the People’s War. If Operation Romeo had con-
centrated its fire on a particular area in the
western hills, Kilo Sierra 2 was spread
out across the "Maoist-affected” regions of the
country.

The pain and suffering that the brutal po-
lice action left in its wake would have provide
the long-lasting motive energy for the Maoist
insurgency, and it is on the foundations of the
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angered peasantry targeted by the police that
the insurgents have been able to build the larg-
er edifice of the People’s War of today. This is
borne out by the results of a recent opinion poll
conducted by Himal Khabarpatrika, Kath-
mandu’s Nepali-language fortnightly. In west
Nepal, where the police actions have been most
concentrated, 30 percent of the respondents
attributed the rise of the Maoists to police high-
handedness (The national average was 19 per-
cent, On the other hand, 38 percent attributed
it to poverty and unemployment, 17 percent to
the Maoist ideology and 9 percent to fear of the
Maoists).

In the end, all efforts of successive govern-
ments to bring the Maoists to heel with force
failed. Sending in the police with a one-point
brief to quelt the insurgency without consider-
ing that its fallout was a mistake the political
bosses in Kathmandu have possibly lived to
regret. The other miscalculation was not real-
ising the extent to which a police force trained
to handle civilian law-and-order situations can
take on what turned out to be a highly motivat-
ed group ready to kill and be killed.

The bravado of the government and the po-
lice can, to some extent, be attributed to the piti-
ful armoury that the Maoists fielded in the ini-
tial years of their insurgency. This consisted of
a few .22 and 12-bore rifles looted from village
bigwigs, but mostly ancient muzzle-loaders
and country-made guns fashioned by black-
smiths. But the Maoist arsenal grew formida-
ble with firearms and ammunition captured
from the police during their mass attacks. Till
the end of March 2001, the Maoists had taken
nearly 600 ‘three-nought-three’ rifles from the
police along with a couple of hundred of other
weapons. Similarly, the haul from the civilian
population has also crossed 500. That is again
classic Maoist strategy: “To replenish our
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strength with all the arms... captured from the
enemy,

Apart from guns, the Maoists have, with
devastating results, fielded explosive booby-
traps, pipe bombs and homemade “grenades’
against the police (these ‘grenades’ using the
spring mechanism of cheap ball point pens to
trigger the explosion within the the short length
of the metal piping). Police sources say train-
ing in the use of explosives has been provided
by Maoist groups based in India, namely the
Maoist Communist Centre (MCC) of Bihar and
the Communist Party of India-Marxist Leninst
(People’s War) in Andhra Pradesh. The Mao-
ists have also lately begun sourcing weapons
from the illegal arms bazaar of the neighbour-
ing Indian states of Bihar and Uttar Pradesh.

They have the wherewithal. According to
government figures, the Maoists have so far
looted NPR 250 million from banks and other
institutions. However, analysts in Kathmandu
believe that with money extorted in the form of
‘donations’ and ‘taxes’, the Maoist treasury
could be well over NPR 5 billion.

According to the police, captured militants
have admitted that the Maoists have by now
acquired automatic weapons, although these
have not so far been used in the fighting
(see cover Image). Going by the pictures by
journalists on “guided tours” of Maoist-held
areas, the muzzle-loaders that were ubiquitous
even till two years ago have disappeared from
the scene. The Maoists now not only have mo-
tivation, they have the arms to fight a police
force that has neither the will power nor the
equipment and training to take on guerillas.

In sharp contrast to the insurgents” expand-
ing arsenal, the Nepal Police is stuck with an-
tiquated weaponry, in particular the 303s of
World War 11 vintage that reportedly jam after a
few rounds of firing. The police have for long
complained that if they are to tackle the Mao-
ists, they need to be equipped better. This de-
mand, however, has not been acted upon as it
involves bringing in the Royal Nepal Army,
long since distrustful of the police and unwill-
ing to let it handle modern arms. Indeed, sup-
ported by the royal palace, the army has been
able to deny the Nepal Police the medern weap-
ons it needs so desperately if it is to fight a de-
clared ‘war” by highly mativated insurgents.

Especially since the lost battle in Dunai, the
headquarters of Dolpa district, the police have
been on the defensive vis-a-vis the Maoists. This
is reflected in the number of killings; in 2000,
more people (mostly policemen) were killed by
the Maoists than Maoists and their supporters
killed by the police. The Maoist tactic is to hurl
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homemade bombs, detonate pressure-cookers
packed with explosives, and with the cower-
ing policemen in disarray, attack in a swarm of
hundreds (human waves reminiscent of the
Chinese during the Korean War) to take police
Jutposts.

Meanwhile, the policemen have abandoned
outlying posts in the districts that are highly
affected by the insurgency, and concentrated
forces in a few places. But even this type of stra-
tegic withdrawal did not prevent the Maoists
from carrying out attacks such as the cnes at
Rukum and Dailekh in early April or the earli-
er one in the same region on a convoy carrying
the chief justice of the Supreme Court, in which
five were killed, including the registrar of the
regional court.

As a consequence of all these factors, police
morale is down. There have been mass resig-
nations and desertions after the Rukum and
Dailekh losses. It does not help matters that the
svstem of posting policemen to Maoist areas is
fraught with reverse favouritism and influence-
peddling. Besides, unlike in the army, the po-
licemen are not trained to fight as a loyal band,
and the seniors rarely fight in the trenches with
the rank and file. Tt is an indication of the times
that, in a country with such high unemploy-
ment, the number of applicants for the once-
coveted police jobs is down drastically.

War or peace

Orne of the constants since the People’s War’s
beginning has been the repeated call that a
“political solution” be sought to resolve the
Maoist issue. At the political level, this has
mainly emanated from the CPN-UML, and sub-
sequently its breakaway CPN-ML. But apart
from using the Maoists’ rise as a stick to beat
the Nepali Congress with and trying to lay re-
sponsibility for the conflict at its doorstep, the
two major communist forces have done pre-
clous little to indicate the shape and focus of
their proposed “political solution”. Till now,
their role has been to publicly nay-say any and
all measures brought forward by the govern-
mernt, such as their resolute opposition to the
use of the army opton or the formation of a
paramilitary police force This resistance can
be seen as an opportunistic one, since going by
their past record, it can be conjectured that if it
were in power, the mainstream left would quite
likely use all available force at its disposal to
subdue the Maoists. This for the sole reason
that the latter’s growth in popularity can only
be at their own cost in terms of supporters and
votes. This indicates, if anything, a cynical use
of the situation by the main left opposition
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parties in particular.

As things stand, the left parties have hard-
ly stopped pontificating on what the govern-
ment should or should not de in terms of run-
ning the country, but they have not come up
with anything innovative on how to engage
the Maoists apart from saying that they have to
be brought to the negotiating table. Negotia-
tions are of course one way forward, and the
call for talks has grown louder over the last
two years, mainly because the police seemed to
be making no headway and also because, as
the May 1999 elections gave the Nepali
Congress a parliamentary majority, it was ex-
pected that the new government would get
cracking on resolving this foremost national
challenge.

And indeed, the new prime minister, Krish-
na Prasad Bhattarai, set up a committee under

" Sher Bahadur Deuba (prime minister at the time

the People’s War was launched and the earlier
Operation Romeo undertaken) to suggest ways
to solve the Maoist problem. As part of that pro-
cess, the government established contact with
the Maoist leadership and received a positive
response. In a Jetter to a government contact in
February 2000, Prachanda listed three demands
and wrote: “Should these minimum conditions
be fulfilled, we are ready to send our represen-
tatives for high-level negotiations and we
would like to inform you that we will cease all
operations during the pertod of talks.”

But in March 2000, Congress infighting led
to the ouster of Bhattarai, and Girija Prasad
Koirala took charge once again, listing among
other things the former’s failure to control the
Maoist advance. One fallout of the toppling
game was that Koirala's former protégé Deuba
emerged as his main rival within the Congress.
The Deuba committec’s mandate was then
held hostage to the political rivalry between
the two leaders. It was clear the Koirala side
would not be willing to give Deuba any lecway

Maoists pay
homage fo their
faitern

comrades at a
public function.
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which could lead to some sort of breakthrough,
while Deuba himself used this issue to jockey
into position for the Koirala's job.

Meanwhile, Koirala's government made its
own attempt al negotiation. With the help of
Padma Ratna Tuladhar, a maverick human
rights activist of the left, it got in touch with the
Maoists. Deputy Prime Minister and Home
Minister Ram Chandra Poudel even had a meet-
ing with the Kathmandu ‘area commander” of
the CPN (Maoist). Things were looking bright
when the government released Dinesh Shar-
ma, a Maoist central committee member, in keep-
ing with one of Prachanda’s demands. How-
ever, it committed a blunder by first having
Sharma renounce his party at a press confer-
ence. The Maoists cried foul and backed out
immediately, and Padma Ratna Tuladhar was
furious as he believes that the two sides had
never been closer to talks.

Writing in a national daity soon after,
Prachanda nevertheless secemed willing to talk:
“If the government reveals the whereabouts of
those under their custody without playing
games, we are ready to talk.” There has been
no more contact between the twoe sides since.
Nepali Congress sources claim, without elabo-
ration, that various channels are being used to
get in touch with the Maoists, and there is cred-
ible evidence to show that it is the Maoists who
arc presently playing hard to get. It is assumed
that they believe that they are on a victorious
phase in the hills, and see no reason to talk at
the moment. Indeed, with the continuing dis-
array in Kathmandu, it would be natural for
them to do so.

The Great Nepali helmsman

Then in late February this year, the Maoists sur-
prised everyone with a statement issued after
their Second National Conference in which
they outlined their future course of action. Most
prominent among the declarations was the ¢l-
evation of Prachanda from general secretary to
chairman {in place of the Great Helmsman} and

the adoption of ‘Prachanda Path” as the guid-
ing principle for the Maoists. (Path is used in
the Nepali connotation, which also means
“road”. The similaritv of this term to Peru's
Shining Path, however, is belicved to be purely
coincidental) The February declaration called
for a “mass armed struggle” to go together with
the People’s War. Significantly, the statement
also called for a meeting of “all concerned par-
ties” and the formation of an interim govern-
ment that would draft a new constitution for
the country.

Considering that the Maoists” September
1995 Central Committee document was clear
that they would “never allow this struggle to
become a mere instrument for introducing par-
tial reforms in the condition of the people, or
terminating in a simple compromise by excrt-
ing pressure on the reactionary classes”, and
one of the main hurdles during possible talks
would be their demand for a constituent as-
sembly, observers saw this new development
as a climb-down from their earlier uncompro-
mising stance. Analysts believe that the
Prachanda Path declaration, even while con-
firming Pushpa Kamal Dahal’s unquestioned
heimsmanship within the Maoists hierarchy,
indicates the willingness of the Maoists to even-
tually join mainstream.

After the Prachanda Path announcement
there began a flurry of activity on the govern-
ment side. On 6 March, the government com-
plied with the long-standing Maoist demand
that it reveal the whereabouts of their comrades
in custody. A list containing more than 300
names of Maoist suspects was released and
Deputy Prime Minister Ram Chandra Poudel
said, “The name of every single person detained
or serving a sentence in prison has been pre-
sented. They [the Maoists] now have to estab-
lish contact.”

Human rights activists got moving as well
and they named a team, inciuding Padma Rat-
na Tuladhar, that would help facilitate talks.
But it was all much ado about nothing. By
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April, the Rukumkot and Dailekh killings had
taken place. The Maoist leadership suggested
rather ingenuously that these kiilings—of low-
est rung policemen cowering in police posts
and hardly the representative of state terror for
the moment—were meant to goad the govern-
ment towards talks. If that was so, the timing
was unpropitious. The Girija Prasad Koirala
government was under assault from all quar-
-ers. Even as the intra-Congress squabble con-
tinued unabated, the main opposition, CPN-
UML, had boycotied parliament throughout the
entire winter session demanding Koirala's res-
ignation on an aircraft leasing scandal. Hav-
ing wended his way carefully for months to get
roval approval for an ordinance that would set
up an armed police force, it was imperative for
Koirala to get parliamentary approval for it to
become law. The ordinance lapsed even with-
out it being presented in parliament, which
never met..

Even though King Birendra subsequently
provided approval to the armed police ordi-
nance submitted directly to him, it will still have
to be endorsed by the parliament at its next sit-
ting. Even if were to be thus endorsed, it will
still be at least a year before the first para-mili-
tary company will march out of the training
barracks, hopefully trained to tackle viclent
insurgency the way the civilian police force
never was. What is to be done in the interim is
a dilemma for the government. Both former
prime minister Krishna Prasad Bhattarai and
Girija Prasad Koirala (who at the time of going
to press, was holding on to his post amidst a
firestorm of opposition) have at various times
threatened to use the army against the Mao-
ists, but have never been able to go the whole
distance, caught as they are in a web of intrigue
spun by and around the royal palace.

In their statements, the Maoists have con-
tinuously taunted the government to try and
use the army, claiming that they are ready to
tackle the soldiers. That could be mere brave
talk, for till now the Maoists have been scrupu-
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lous in avoiding any skirmish with the men in
green. In fact, up to some years ago, the main
target of the Maoists were the telecommunica-
tion towers on isolated hilltops: not one has
been attacked since the army was assigned to
guard them. In Rukum District, where the mil-
itary is building a road through areas the Mao-
ists control, there is an unstated understand-
ing under which the each side studiously ig-
nores the other. In fact, the Maoists may pass a
military camp on their way to attack a police
post and return via the same trail, with nary a
challenge. One of the biggest questions raised
against the Royal Nepai Army was iis disincli-
nation to come to the aid of the beleaguered
police force at Dunai when help was sought,
as well as its reluctance to pursue the Maoists
as they beat their retreat down the Bheri gorge.

It is possible that the deployment of the army
alone, with threat of action, could itself prove a
great deterrent to the Maoists activity and its
spread. However, the biggest hurdle to any
such move comes from the army brass itself.
Speaking to a newspaper last year, Command-
er-in-Chief Prajjwal Shumshere Rana said the
army could be deployed only with a consen-
sus among all the political parties. While on
the ore hand this can be seen as the army
chief’s wariness of the short-term games that
political parties like to play, it was neverthe-
less a rather brazen act of challenging the elect-
ed government’s authority over the army.

The controversy as to who actually controls
the Shahi Nepali Sena (Roval Nepat Army) has
continued and the “royal” in the name is indi-
cation enough to conservatives as to where it
should be, The constitution provides for a Na-
tional Security Council (in which the govern-
ment ministers are in majority) to direct the army
while the king has been named its Supreme
Commander. Other than the statement by the
Commander-in-Chief (and another one in sim-
ilar vein made more recently by him, see beloze),
the army has not so far openly questioned ci-
vilian authority. For example, it went along with
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the partial deployment of soldiers in 16 district
headquarters after the Dolpo attack. However,
the army has successfully dragged its feet on
each and every government initiative, begin-
ning with its reluctance to equip the police with
automatic rifles.

The latest instance of the army’s trying to
put a spanner in the works has to do with the
Integrated Security and Development Plan
(ISDP), a NPR 400 million (USD 5 million) un-
dertaking that would carry out development
works in the Maoist-affected districts under the
authorify of the civilian Central District Offic-
ers, with the soldiers providing back-up sup-
port. This carrot-and-stick approach to tack-
ling the Maoists insurgency—delivering infra-
structure and other development benefits while
deploying the soldiers to keep the rebels from
disrupting the projects—is said to have taken
some convincing from Prime Minister Koirala
before King Birendra approved of it. However,
a week later, the army chief repeated his de-
mand for consensus. “The Royal Nepal Army
is not a party-affiliated mechanism but a na-
tional institution,” he said, creating a minor
crisis of confidence.

The role of the mainstream left vis-a-vis this
matter of army deployment has also been cyn-
ical. While they are convinced about this need
for civilian control of the soldiers, they have
refused to support the government on this score
because it would provide support to the ‘ene-
my’ in the form of Girija Prasad Koirala. Thus,
when a crucial exercise was being carried out
to test the constitutional standing of the Royal
Nepal Army, they have pretended not to be Jook-

1ng.

Scorched earth

The success of the ISDP is in question by the
controversy surrounding its very birth, as with
the establishment of the armed police. In the

heartland when the police action and ‘state ter-
ror’ was at its worst, it is unlikely that the “car-
rot” of the ISDP will itself suffice to win over the
populace. There is no indication that the Mao-
ists are going to cease their operations and until
that happens death will continue to stalk the
sons and daughters of Nepali peasants, wheth-
er it is the Maoist guerrilla fighting for social
equity or the police constable escaping poverty
through government service. Sending in the
armed police or the army will be only option
available to the government if its overture for
talks is not reciprocated. But there is actually
no guarantee that the military will succeed
where the police have so far failed. And the
scenario is dire if the military’s involvement
and a possible scorched-earth policy leads to
the explosion of a full-scale insurgency.

The hills of Nepal is perfect guerrilla coun-
try and the estimated 5-10,000 trained fighters
could easily prove a match for any army. The
most the troops may be able to do is contain the
spread of the Maoists. In any case, soldiers let
loose on the countryside are sure to be unleash
much more bloodshed, including those of ci-
vilians caught in the crossfire. The waging of
war by a military is somewhat different from
that by a civilian police force, and, in a manner
of speaking, the Maoists themselves may want
to consider whether it was worth creating a
situation where soldiers are let loose on the
populace.

The situation is getting desperate in the hills
of Nepal {the Maoists have not yet infiltrated
the Tarai or the high mountains}). Nearly 1700
Nepali lives have been lost in a war that has
been characterised by extreme ruthlessness on
both sides. The attack on the Chief Justice and
the butchering of policemen in Rukum and Dai-
lekh has shaken the complacent middle class
out of its mistaken belief that the conflict can-
not and will not affect them. But, sensibly per-
haps, most want to see the fighting end through
dialogue. In the Himal Khabarpatrika opinion
poll taken two months ago, a majority (fully 76
percent) of Nepalis wants the issue resolved
through talks (16 percent think an all-party
government can do it, 13 percent want an
amended constitution. Only 5 percent and 4
percnt want mobilisation of the army and the
armed police). This desire of the populace for
talks indicate that it is still not too late for the
Maoists and the national political class to pull
back from the brink.

But what would the talks focus on? The gov-
ernment is clear that there can be no negotiat-
ing the “spirit enshrined in the preamble of the
constitution”, namely, constitutional monarchy
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and parliamentary democracy. If that is the
case, it would be plausible to ask what else is
there to discuss with the rebels. However,
going back to the February Prachanda Path
declaration, would it be implausible to
construe that the Maoists themselves are seek-
ing a way out of the jungle and into the
mainstream?

Let’s consider the situation from Maoists’
angle. They have succeeded in carving out
‘base areas’. That was easily enough accom-
plished by chasing away the representatives
of state power—the police—from hillsides
which in any case are otherwise devoid of gov-
ernment presence. Consolidating that hold over
time is a different proposition. The end of po-
lice texror may have been welcomed by the peo-
ple and measures like outlawing gambling and
usury and controlling alcohol may be momen-
tarily effective but how sustainable can they be
in the fong run? Condemning ‘class enemies’
to forced labour through ‘people’s courts” may
contain a sense of retributive justice in condi-
tions that are still murky, and it may be uplift-
ing to be part of large rallies in support of the
Maoist movement. Ultimately, however, the
question of social and economic progress aris-
es. Development work has come to a near com-
plete halt in the hills of Nepal, and even basic
delivery programmes have been affected in
large parts of the country.

Certainly, the Maoists have set up ‘people’s
governments’, but they must know that
to achieve anything substantial and long-
lasting countrywide they have to reach for
power in Kathmandu, which is bound to re-
quire compromising on some of their adamant
stands {unless, of course, they continue to
believe that it can be achieved by fighting in
the face of social, economic and geopolitical
realities).

How viable are such base areas as have been
created by the Maoists anyway? “In China,
guerrilla war had become an objective necessi-
ty because of other factors such as the Japanese
occupation. In Nepal, the so-called people’s
war has grown out of the party’s ‘subjective’
judgement,” says Shyam Shrestha. In Mao’s
case, warlordism was rampant in his country
and he actually had to set up a country within
a country. In Mao’s own words: “China is a
vast country; hence one need not worry about
whether there is room enough to move
around.” That is not so with Nepal.

Also, the Maoist fighting force is getting
larger by the day, but its ranks are increasingly
filled more by frustrated and romanticised
youth rather than by the ideologically commit-
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ted senior cadre. These young men and wom-
en have by now been socialised into violence
and the power of the gun, and the most diffi-
cult task yet for the Maoist leaders could be of
keeping them on a leash. Hari Rokka, a senior
activist of the Nepali left, says that one of the
Maoists’ biggest problems is the lack of a mid-
level leadership since they are mostly either at
the top of the hierarchy or fresh entrants. The
fact that after the attack on the motorcade of the
chief justice, the Maoist ‘regional commander’
(who is one of the MPs elected from Rolpa in
1991) stated that it was not intended, and the
execution-style killing of many policemen dur-
ing the Rukumkot attack seem to indicate a
waywardness among the Maoist fighting force
that is worrying. After all, it is not such a huge
jump from insurgency to banditry, and already
with the weakening of the police force the
public at large is at the mercy of a law-and-
orderless situation even beyond the Maoist con-
trolled areas.

Then there is the very distinct possibility of
a difference of opinion among the top leader-
ship, the bane of communist parties in general
(as proven again and again by Nepal's own
left) and of underground movements in partic-
ular. Besides the regular purges carried out,
reports of not everything being well between
the top two leaders Prachanda and Baburam
Bhattarai themselves are regular staples of the
Kathmandu rumour mill. An agriculture tech-
nician by training, Prachanda, the organisa-
tional brain behind the Maoists, is a home-
grown politician, while Bhattarai, known to be
the party ideologue, cut his political teeth as a
student leader among Nepali emigres in India
while acquiring a doctorate in architecture from
Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University. Their
styles are quite different, say those who have
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associated with both. Prachanda is more com-
fortable with intrigue and reportedly not averse
to making trade-offs to take his party (and him-
self) to Kathmandu’s scat of power, while Bhat-
tarai is said to be an idealist who would want
to go the extra distance in the cold, if neces-
sary.

It can also be asked if such a state as the
Maoists propose is at all possible in Nepal.
This is not a unitary country like, say China,
from where Maoism sallied forth. With a var-
iegated structure in ethnicity, language, region-
alism and social systems, a state founded on
the foundations of a ‘class struggle” alone is
not likely to carry very far in Nepal (although
it is certainly astounding the distance the in-
surgents iree managed to travel). Neither is it
clear how the Maoists hape to tackle the Indi-
an state once their activities become loud and
violent enough for New Delhi to sit up and
take notice.

Mainstreaming Maoism

It could be said that the Maoists of Nepal have
come this far not because they have been ex-
traordinary tacticians, but rather because the
opposition has been so hapless. After all, they
confront a newly democratic state run by a gov-
ernment that is saddled with: 1) an unmoti-
vated bureaucracy, 2) a police force that is not
trained to handle an insurgency, coupled with
poor intelligence gathering, 3} infighting with-
in the ruling party, 4) a belligerent opposition,
5) an uncooperative army, and 6) a king who,
perhaps, holds his cards close to his chest. It is
due to Nepal's relatively small size that the
Maoists have been able te create such an
impact so quickly. But again, by the same to-
ken, the matter could possibly be reversed as
easily, if the various roadblocks were to be
removed.

Most importantly, a true long-term under-
standing among the political parties on the
need to proceed with strengthening the par-
liamentary system of government would go a
long way in their coming to agreement on how
to solve the Maoist problem. If that happens, it
15 likely that the Maoists would tire of the pros-
pects of long vears in the jungle and come more
willingly to the table than they have till now.
This similarity in the background and thought-
process (neot te mention caste} of the Maoists
with the above-ground leadership of the left
would buttress the argument that the Maoist
leadership would indeed seek a ‘safe landing’
in Kathmandu tarmac, provided an avenue
could be found for them to bring their cadre
along.

Should the Maoists come overground, it is
possible that they will find greater success than
they would otherwise with years fighting in
the bush. The evolution of political parties has
been such over the years that there is actually a
place rcady for them in the political mainstream
with the CPN-UML having moved towards the
centre of the spectrum. [t is clear that there is a
sizeable constituency that would by now vote
for the Maoists if they were to come above
ground. After all, from a leftist faction on the
extremist fringe they have managed to come
centre-stage in five quick years, and now would
perhaps be the time for them to cash in on their
countrywide power and seek above-ground le-
gitimacy via the ballot box. “They would not
have dene as much within such a short time if
they had gone through normal political pro-
cesses,” Shridhar Khatri, professor of political
science at Tribhuvan University, told the week-
ly Nepali Times. “They took the high-risk, quick
rewards road.”

Unlike the CPN (UML) in 1990 with most of
its Jeaders having just surfaced in the public
arena (and hence having had to bring in lead-
ers from the 19305 era to provide public legiti-
macy), the Maoists would face no such prob-
lem. In terms of perception, leaders like
Prachanda and Baburam Bhattarai already
occupy the political mainstream. They talk reg-
ularly to the people through the pages of the
national dailies besides two of their ‘in-house’
weeklies and a number of magazines published
by their proxies. Reactions to government moves
are instantaneous, tike one would expect from
any regular political party, and the press has
generally proved generous in granting a forum
to the Maoists.

1t is almost as if the very fact that the Mao-
ists are so ciose to the surface give the lie to
their ideological rigidity, and indicates their de-
sire to come to play politics in the centre of pow-
cr. Says Hari Rokka, “The past has shown that
in Nepal, the radicals have ultimately ended
up being the mainstream in the communist
movement. After the first split in 1963, Pushpa
Lal's faction became the mainstream. Next it
was the Fourth Conference, and then the Marx-
ist-Leninists. Maybe it is now the turn of the
Maoists.” The main difference, of course, is that
the Maoists have picked up arms and am-
massed a power base that none of the carlier
groups managed.

It is also open to conjecturc whether it is
long-term planning that has led the Maoist
strategists to spare Kathmandu Valley in their
attacks thus far. They have shown their capa-
bility to hit the capital, certainly, by carrying
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Perspective I

Conspirator’s
Cauldron

According to one view, the new year’s blasts in a

Dhaka park and the killings of paramilitary along the

Indo-Bangla border were part of a design to
destabilise an allegedly pro-India government of

Sheikh Hasina Wajed before the upcoming elections.

by Subir Bhaumik

minous intelligence reports
about developments that
seem to be linked to the re-

cent border conflicts between the
paramilitary forces of Bangladesh
and India do not augur well for pol-
itics in this part of the Subcontinent.
Western and Indian intelligence
claim to have unearthed a plot by

Perspective 2

former Bangla military officers—in-
volved in the coup of 1975—to as-
sassinate Bangladesh Prime Minis-
ter Sheikh Hasina Wajed. They main-
tain that these officers have the back-
ing of powerful allies in Bang-
ladesh’s army and paramilitary and
have slowly edged Sheikh Hasina
towards a trap. The developments

The Boraibari bungle

The India-Bangladesh border is undefined, which regularly leads to

skirmishes and death. When a large number of Indian jawans died, within
Bangladeshi territory, India’s press and television decided that they did not
need to check the facts and nuances.

by Afsan Chowdhury

along the Indo-Bangla border,
which culminated in the killing of
more than a dozen Indian Border
Security Force (BSF) soldiers, are seen
to be part of this claborate snare to
bring an end to Hasina’s political
career.

On 7 March this vear, retired
colonel Khondakar Abdur Rashid,

EARLIER THIS year, Bangladesh had a problem with
Burmese authorities who had begun construction of
a culvert at the Bangla-Burma border, an act which
violated the existing border arrangement. There was
exchange of fire at some point but the conflict was
resolved after talks between the Bangladesh Rifles
{BDR} and the Burmese border security outfit. The prob-
lem ended with the disputed’ construction being

stopped.

Bangladesh’s border with India is not like its bor-

der with Burma or the India-Pakistan Line of Control. It
is almost a magic-realist border, with local people de-
fining where each country ends or begins according to - §
need, convenience, or whim. There is no Natf river as in
the Bangla-Burmese frontier to give some natural fixity
to it. In fact, the designated border existed only in the
British minds of long ago that drew it.

It is the abstractness of this border that makes it, at

once, both a locus of brisk economic activity and an

area of continuous conflict which, for whatever reason,
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seven of his comrades-in-arms in
the 1975 coup as well as a Pakistani
intelligence officer, reportedly met at
Breda, 60 miles from Amsterdam.
The venue was a restaurant owned
by A K.Mohiuddin, an absconding
accused in the Sheikh Mujibur
Rahman assassination case. The
would-be assassins have apparent-

ly been quite dogged in the pursuit
of their objective, as the following
list of their various efforts testifies.
Two years ago, they tried to hijack a
Bangladesh Biman aircraft from
Kolkata. When that attempt was
foiled, they tried to hire a LTTE sui-
cide squad to assassinate Sheikh
Hasina, Mujib’s surviving daugh-
ter. Sources in Bangladesh Nation-
al Security and Intelligence (NSI) re-
veal that the deal with the LTTE fell
through when Rashid failed to
transfer the promised 10 million
USD to a LTTE front in time. There-
after, a bombing attempt against
Sheikh Hasina at Kotalipara in
her Gopalganj constituency was
planned, but failed when police dis-
covered 76 kg ot explosives barely
300 yards from the podium where
the prime minister was to address
a rally.

[t is believed that the Breda meet-
ing was intended to revive the plot.
A colonel of Pakistan’s Inter-Servic-
es Intelligence, Shoiab Nasir, who
attended this meeting reported back
to his boss, Brigadier Riaz, Deputy
Director General (Operations) and
their telephone conversation was
intercepted by Dutch intelligence.
The Israeli Mossad and the Indian
Research and Analysis Wing (RAW)
have major operations in Holland

to monitor the activities of West
Asian and Kashmiri as well as
North-east Indian rebel groups,
which come to attend the meetings
of Unrepresented Nations and Peo-
ples Organisation (UNPO) based
there. Both agencies picked up the
details of the Dutch intercept and
the Indians passed the information
on to Bangladesh. According to
sources, both agencies are con-
vinced that the IS! is targeting
Sheikh Hasina in close collabora-
tion with the Mujib-killers, who
have been on the run ever since a
Dhaka court awarded death and
life sentences to a number of them.
The explosion at Dhaka’s Ramna
Maidan on the Bengali New Year's
Day a few weeks ago, which killed
seven innocent celebrants is seen by
Mossad and RAW sources as a “dry
run” to test the security alertness of
Bangladesh agencies.

Plot, politics and border

Western and Indian diplomatic
sources in Dhaka, meanwhile, also
link the Ramna Maidan blast to the
capture of Pyrdiwah (Padua in
Bangladesh) by the Bangladesh Ri-
fles. They believe that the blast is
part of the same agenda that culmi-
nated in the border incident, one to
destabilise the secular nationalist

" rarely attracts concern. In fact, human rights organisa-
tions had to take to the streets of Dhaka on 27 April this
year, demanding an end to the killing on the borders.
‘They were not referring to the uniformed combatants
on either side but to the civilians living in the border
areas. Hundreds have died in the low intensity bellig-
erence between the BDRand the Indian Border Security
Force (BSF) that began soon after 1971. Such incidents,
" which aré followed by routine announcements of BDR-
" BSF flag meetings to restore normalcy along the border,
usually receive very little coverage in the newspapers.
- Bitt the border-has now suddernly come alive in the
" “media after 30 summers (since 1971) because of the
number of BSE and BDR soldlers who died in just one

. ‘incident,

The tecent terision all along the border, which esca-
~ lated into an armed contlict at Boraibari in Bangladesh’s

. Kurigram district that left at Jeast 18 soldiers dead, was

.. unexpected and ce"rtamly c¢aught the Bangla govern-

- -ment on the wrong foot. Since India is not perceived as

_+"an actively hostile country bt more of a weight-throw-

" etewand thereis nio partictlar compulsion to do so at

2001 May 14/5 HIMAL

the moment—the official rhetoric was also. absent.

But the course of events still remains somewhat
foggy. Aside from the routine skirmishes that p'eriod-
ically consume locals, there was nothing in the air to
indicate the imminence of such a large-scale conflict.
The area in question was part of East Pakistan but
came under Indian contro} in 1971.

Most agree that the tension began when India start-
ed to build a road in the disputed Padua-Pyrdiwah
area in the Sylhet-Meghalaya border. Protests had
been lodged against this as a road should not have
been built in the “no-man’s land” near which a BSF
outpost is located. In 1971, there had been a Mukti -
Bahini camp here and Bangladesh considers it to be
part of its territory. India of course has another point
of view.

_On 16 April, the BDR overran the area, No military
engagements occurred. Some Dhaka néwspapers gave
it headline status but many did not. To most, the inci-
dent at Padua was “another one of those things that
happen in the border areas”, not enough to bother

sthchmg channeis There was in fact no 0£f1c1a1_
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stage as villains. In Bangladesh,
where the “India factor” is resurrect-
ed by the anti-Awami League par-
ties before every Jatiyo Sangsad (Par-
liament) election, the border skir-
mishes have become a handy weap-
on. The Bangtadesh Rifles goes in to
“liberate” Padua (Pyrdiwah) but
pulls back under pressure. The op-
position parties ask, “What better
evidence of Hasina as an Indian
stooge?”

The BNP and Jamait-e-Islami have
already plastered the walls of Bang-
ladesh’s major cities with slogans
such as: Bharater dalal Hasina,
Bharater dalal Awami Leaguc, aar
noy, aar noy {(Indian stooge Hasina
and Awami League, enough of you);
Hasina re Hasina, Tor kathay nachi-
na, tor abbar kathay naiche, desh gecche
bhaisye (Hasina , we will not dance
to your tune, the country sank by
dancing to your father’s tune); and,
Padua jite charle keno, jabat chai, ja-
bab deop {Answer, why leave Padua
after winning it?). In Assam, the sit-
uation is not very different. “If Bang-

ladeshis, or sections of them, are
paranoid about Indian machina-
tions, people in the Northeast are
paranoid about Bangladeshis,” ex-
plains Samir Das, a scholar who has
worked on the Assamese separatist
movements. And at no time is it more
evident than before elections. The
new slogan on Guwahati walls is
Anmar BSFer hathyar prothisodh obop-
syei lage (Avenge the massacre of our
BSF).

The media in Assam was not
particularly restrained in reporting
the so-called BDR brutalities. In-
deed, on the border incidents, Indi-
an media generally went on an im-
mediate offensive without waiting
to collect the facts. It has jumped to
easy conclusions which put the
onus on Bangladesh alone.

A dot com correspondent went
as far as to claim that the BSF depu-
ty commandant B.R Mondal had
been tortured and executed in the
presence of a senior Bangladeshi
district official and parliamentari-

nored some obvious discrepancies.
As one former Indian military offic-
er said, if the BST intelligence ma-
chinery did not even have an idea
of the BDR buildup at the border, it
surely could not have ferreted out
graphic details of the circumstanc-
es in which Deputy Commandant
Mondal died 30 kilometres inside
Bangladesh.

While the attention of the ‘na-
tional’ media in both countries have
been focussed on bilateral Indo-
Bangla matters, the border incidents
have had their own incendiary ef-
fect on the politics of an Assam go-
ing in for Vidhan Sabha (state legis-
lature) polls on 10 May. Already, the
atmosphere is heated, and the skir-
mishes along the border play
straight into the hands of the Asom
Gana Parishad and the Bharativa
Janata Party.

The BSI's wounded pride has
led to fabrications, which the press
has lapped up and which is now
being used extensively by the BJP-
AGP alliance in their joint campaign

an. Like others, this reporting ig-

tal heritage”, which has had a disastrous impact on . .
society and the economy. Hartals became a major polit-.
ical weapon in the mid-1980s during the anti-Ershad o
agitation. It gained momentum under successive re- '
gimes causing immense suffering to people everywhere.
The business lobby, the only civil lobby that matters in
Dhaka, has been badly hit while ordinary people have.
had to cope with a political process they have no con-
trol over, one which can shut down lives and cause
serious violence. Things have reached such a pass that
the president of Bangladesh has had to intervene to con-
vince political parties to desist from calling hartals. The
electoral base of both the AL and the BNP is around 35
percent each, a figure that has remained more or less
constant, Between 10-15 percent of the vote belongs to
former President Hussain Muhammad Ershad’s Jatiyo
Party (JP). The Jammat-e-Islami follows with less than
10 per cent. Since the two major parties’ vote banks stay
within a certain range, the JP has emerged as the "king-
-maker’. Instead of slogans, therefore, parties have fo-
cussed on political arithmetic. As Ershad had joined a
four-party alliance under BNP leadership and includ-
ing the Jammat, the alliance had a very strong chance of
forming the next government given the combined vote . -
banks. But the government hauled Ershad into jail for .
his many corruption cases and this forced him to with-
draw from the alliance. Always seeking the path of con-
venience, he extended support to Hasina, leaving the
BNP with just the Jammat as its only sizeable ally. Given
this configuration issues are not an issue in this

frequently encountered was “Why hasn’t Hasina-tak-
en action’ against a pro-Pakistani officer like him?”
The fact is, Rahman, who is from the army, like all
BDR chiefs, is a Hasina ‘loyalist’. In a country that has
seen so many years of military rule, the civilian lead-
-ership does not lightly confer important commands
-on those who are not proven friends.

.;Hartal Heritage
if the Indian media’s coverage of the incident was
motivated, its attempt to cull a political meaning out
_if it betrayed abysmal igniorance. The media saw in it
an attempt by Bangla politicians to gain political mile-
age before the national election. The plain fact of the
matter is that India presently is not a political issue in
Bangladesh, not even an electoral one. It was so in the
mid-1970s after the assassination of of Sheikh Mujibur
Rehman, in the days of Farakka dispute and when
India supported the Chittagon Hill Tracts (CHT) mili-
tants. In the run up to the last election, the Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNPy campaigned intensively on
these issues. But this lime around it has not even held
a single meeting on the border incidents. Nor has it
gone beyond issuing a couple of press statements.
Clearly, there are no dividends to be had here. The
Ganges Water Treaty and the CHT Peace Treaty, what-
-ever their problems, have eroded the scope for India
bashing. '
The current reality of Bangla politics is very differ-
ent. The biggest issue wracking the polity is the “har-
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in Assam. The BJP's West Bengal
Vice President P [ Chitlangia as-
serted that two crore Bangladeshi
Muslims have entered West Bengal
and another 50 lakh had gone over
into Assam. He also said that if re-
turned to power, the BJP would
scrap the controversial Illegal Mi-
grants Determination by Tribunals
{IMDT; Act of 1983, a law which
seeks to protect Asamiya Muslims
in particular from wrengful identi-
fication as aliens from Bangladesh.
The AGP supports this stance of the
BJP as does the powerful All Assam
Students Union.

“Assam has often witnessed eth-
nic polarisation, but on this occa-
sion, the electorate is heading for
religious polarisation. For the mo-
ment, Bangladesh is the whipping
boy. But within a week, the guns will
turn on the Bengali-speaking Mus-
lims as the archetypal ‘badboy’ of
Assam politics,” says Samir Das.
The ‘Mia’ is fast taking the place of
the ‘Bangal’ as the political punch-
ing bag of Assam’s political class,

and the border fighting will only
give fillip to this trend, says Das.

The BJP-AGP alliance for the 10
May elections seems to be aimed at
ensuring religious polarisation of
the electorate in Assam. The Bl will
pull in the Bengali Hindu votes, al-
most wholly second or third gener-
ation refugees from Bangladesh,
and the AGP will pull in the caste
Hindu Asamiya votes. As the BJ's
former North-east coordinator Ban-
sital Sonee claims, “Only a growth
in Hindu consciousness can save
Assam.” And indeed Sonee is right:
only a consolidation of the Asamiya
and Bengali caste Hindu vote bank
can upset the Congress applecart,
which is based on the “Ali-Coolie”
(Muslims and tea garden labourer)
support.

Mcanwhile, the AGP’s honey-
moon with the Left is over and Chief
Minister Prafulla Kumar Mahanta’s
party is back to its true moorings.
“The AGP and BJP make natural al-
lies but their problem is that both
are targeting the same votebank. It

is like having two suns in one sky,”
says [ibakanta Barua, a researcher
on electoral politics in Assam.

The answer to that problem is to
have an imaginary dividing line to
split the sky and vary the shine to
suit the political storm that is in the
making. If the AGP-BJP alliance
comes to power and scraps the IMDT
Act, which the minorities of Assam
see as their only safeguard against
arbitrary deportation, Assam is
headed for a confrontation along
purely religious lines for the first
time since independence.

On the other side of the border, if
Sheikh Hasina loses the elections,
the opposition may undo the legis-
lation {in spirit if not in letter) by
which she has put an end to the
humiliating Vested Properties Act
that deprived Hindus of legitimate
property for more than 35 years. For
those who want India and Bang-
ladesh to thrive in peace, it is time
to see through the games.

Games that are played over dead
bodies. &

election. In the circumstances, attempts to link the
border conflict with Bangla electoral politics do not
make much sense.

The conflict along the border makes even less sense
for trade. One group that has been very concerned by
the Boraibari incident is the one involved in the over-
land trade between the two countries. They form a ma-
jor pressure group and the possible loss of millions of
doltars worth of business has reportedly been a factor
in the quick reopening of the border trade after the mci-
dent. If events take a turn serious enough to lead to the
closure of border, both sides would suffer. But the fact
to note is that India exports much more than it imports.
In fact, Bangladesh became a major trading area for
india during the BNP era and trade has only improved
under the present regime. Indian goods arrive more
quickly and cheaply and this has little to do with AL
© politics. All this is not counting the informal trade

which is larger in volume than what passes through
the formal fransit points at Hilly or Benapole. S0 what
the authorities in India and the New Delhi television
and press must understand is that a jingoistic coverage
_of Bangladesh only hurts Indian business.

. Living with India

" For most Bangladeshis, having India next door is like
© living with the tiger. In this, Bangladesh is not unlike

. Nepal. India is perceived -as a patronising big brother
-~ at bestand a serious buily at worst. Even more than in
. Kathmandu, however, there is a strong anti-India
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lobby in place in Dhaka, which for long had nothing
to talk about. But now, the Boraibari incident has
handed it a gift on a platter.

While many do not like the attitude of the Indian
officialdom, it is accepted as an inevitable part of life
and people are willing to live with it. Indians are also
present in huge numbers in Bangladesh. They range
from executive in the MNCs to TV companies selling
programmes. And Indians are running many busi-
nessesin Dhaka as well along the border.

A week after the incident there are a few people
raising questions about the efficacy of what is de-
scribed as the “appeasement approach”. Some tradi-
tionally anti-Indian newspapers and politicians are
beginning to rail against the AL, and ultimately Hasi-
na might be forced to pose as a hardliner in the face of
an Indian hardline.

There are other implications, too, for Bangladesh.
A year ago, Bangladesh bought nine Mig aircraft from
Russia at a cost of USD 150 million. To this was add-
ed another 50 million for making them air-worthy by
the Indians. This elicited strong protest and open anti-
military activities were observed for the first time in
Bangladesh. The money spent could have done won-
ders for Bangladesh’s children, said some. It was.ar-
gued that Indja would never attack Bangladesh and
hence there was no justification for spending on such
arms. That argument has for the present been silenced.
Boraibari has become the best argument for higher
defence investment in poor Bangladesh. !

n
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Photog“r‘a

Text and pictures by lan Lockwood

Creation Light, Lawachara. Winter sunrise in Lawa
However, the place is now threatened by poor manag

Devil's Kitchen Shofa, Paini Hills,
Tamil Nadu. Shola forests are moniane
evergreen tropical forest that are unique to
the high altitude regions of the Western
Ghats. Stunted by fierce wind, Sholas
conlain a wealth of plant and animal
species. Together with native grassiands,
this ecosystem plays a key role in
absorbing monsoon rains and sugplying
the thirsty plains with a perenniat source of
waler.
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phy, Art and Nature
1 Bangladesh and peninsular India

achae National Park, & small but beautiful protecled area containing some of Bangladesh's last evergreen and semi-evergreen tropical forest.

igomer: and is being exploited by woedculters on its periphery and illegal logging that is culting at its core.

and the Western Ghats of southern India. They

cover two exhibitions of mine in the last year.
The first exhibition titled “Shadows & Sunlight”
(Aloo Chaiya) was held at the DRIK Gallery in Dhaka,
while the second exhibition, “The Western Ghats
Potrait & Panorama”, was held at the India Interna-
tional Centre in New Delhi. The subjects were geo-
graphically quite different: forests and sacred trees in
Bangladesh and landscape images from the Western
Ghats in southern India. However, there were the

I I The pictures included here are from Bangladesh
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common denommators of environmental content, the
black and white medium and educational intent. In
both exhibitions I was attempting to fuse together the
often disparate worlds of art, conservation awareness
and photography in a South Asian context.

The choice of subjects is the product of deeply-felt
personal experiences in a variety of South Asian
natural habitats. Although criginally from the East
Coast of the United States, our extended family has
been living in Sri Lanka, India and Bangladesh for
the last three generations. Bangladesh’s forests and

3
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Shofa Tree on Precipice, Palni Hills, ' Kolukuimai View. Paini Hills, Tamil Nadu. Looking over a
Tamil Nadu. remnant patch of the grassiands/Shola ecosystem.

- degradation became an unfortunate part of

Rhododendron (Rhododendron arbroreum nilagiricum), Palni
Hills, Tamit Nadu. A fine example of the Himalayan migrant in the remote
Paini Hilis. The Western Ghats host many species that have Himafayan
cousins. This suggests an ancient link between the Himalaya and the
Western Ghals, one that has been severed by changing climate and
geolpgical upheavals.

a2

the Western Ghats were places that I had the
opportunity to live in as a child. Their trees,
birds and animals helped instill in me a deep 1
respect for all things old and natural. Howev-
er, not all was well in these habitats and their

witnessed the destruction of incredible beauty
and this motivated me to document remnants
of ecosystems and their unfolding tragedies.
My interest in nature has been influenced by
mentors like Zai and Rom Whitaker, Pippa
Mukherjee, Valmik Thapar and other notable
Indian conservationists. As a young universi-
ty graduate I had the opportunity to work
with the Palni Hills Conservation Council

in Kodaikanal (Tamil Nadu) and BRAC in
Bangladesh.

Photography has long served a dual
purpose for me, It is primarily an artistic
expression in which I take what I see around
me, interpret it and present it in the form
of published works or final prints in an exhi-
bition. Equally important is the effectiveness
of the photograph in communicating a mes-
sage of ecological {or at times, architectural)

my coming of age in the 1970s and 1980s. I 1
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Earth Moaving, Uttara Banyan. Banyan trees remain symbols
of Bengali culture, enduring the assault of development. This
particular tree is witnessing the siow removat of soil around its
base. The earth is being moved to fill in fow-lying areas in
nearby Dhaka city.

Kalakad Tree, Kalakad Mudanthurai Tiger Reserve, Tamil
Nadu. Another illustration of the dramatic scenery and
vegetation of the Western Ghats. These are some of the first
hills to rise from the plains near the tip of the Indian peninsula
at Kanyakumari,

consetvation. I make my living teaching Environ-
mental Science and Photography. In my classes
and through interactive field trips, I attempt to
heighten students’ awareness and appreciation
for the natural history of South Asia. Working in
Bangladesh, my classes focus on local issues and
habitats, while taking in their larger global context.
Thus my goals as an educator and artist are closely
aligned.

I specifically work in black and white, and on
a narrow selection of subjects. I prefer the black
and white medium to colour as an expressive art
form. I also try to be as much a part of the photo-
graphic process as possible; I take the film from
exposure through to development, printing and final
presentation.

The “Shadows & Sunlight” exhibition included a
representative selection of pictures from Bang-
ladesh’s forest as well as a number of picture of
sacred trees. | wanted to show the three major forest
types and illustrate some of the threats to their exist-
ence. Images of monotonous exotic plantations juxta-
posed with diverse forest scenes illustrated the dan-
gerous trend that is seriously threatening South
Asia’s natural woodlands. The use of environmental
portraits helped paint a picture of the important
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human element in Bangladesh’s natural ecosystems.
The choice of banyan trees was important in that
they represent a timeless aspect of Bengali culture,
now threatened by the tenacious claws of urban
development.

The second exhibition sought to paint a detailed
and dramatic picture of the landscapes of southern
India’s critical mountain range. These often neglected
highlands play a vital role in water regulation, and
host a critical wealth of biodiversity. The exhibition
emphasised their role as a rainmaker and biodiversi-
ty ‘hotspot’. The choice of pictures were intended to
draw attention to the incredible scenery as well as
conservation issues. Hydroelectric dams, iron ore
mines, exotic trees, and development have threatened
these mountain habitats. The result has been less
water for rivers in drier seasons and alarming de-
clines in biodiversity.

Trying to balance art, photography and conserva-
tion awareness in one showing may have been overt-
ly ambitious. But the response was good, and now [
Took forward to working on a portfolio of the Anda-
man Islands, early Islamic architecture in ‘Bengal’,
the northern reaches of the Western Ghats as well as
holy trees throughout the South Asian region. i




Interview

A conversation with

because it was Mr. Dalmia’s

son’s wedding. My husband
had some good friends—two in
Delhi and one in Bombay—so
we came to Delhi. We had very
fond memories of India when

we went back.

R: When did it become difficult
for all of us to travel to each
other's countries?

Ritu Menon: Asma, was yours a family that moved to
Pakistan in 1947 or have you always lived in Lahore?

Asma Jahangir: My parents have always lived in
Lahore, and 1 spent my childhood there. My mother’s
grandparents moved from Gaya, in UF, to Punjab. I
lived in Lahore for most of my life. The first four years T
lived in a city called Montgomery at that time, and now
Sahiwal, and therefore my early memories are from
there. If you want to connect how I think of India and
Pakistan, my early memories are that we used to come
every Sunday to Lahore. I must have been four or five
years old--we moved from there when I was seven—
and on the way there was a place called Lokada which
had a textile mill owned by somebody called Mr. Dalm-
ia, and we always stopped at Mr. Dalmia’s place for
lunch or tea. So one has been exposed in some ways to
Hindu culture.

R: This was post-Partition?

A:Twas born post-Partition. My mother used to trav-
el very often to Amritsar. We had a Volkswagen, she
used to put the kids in the boot, and her friends and she
would set off to watch films in Amritsar! We would
stay two nights at Dalmiaji’s house, watch films, do
some shopping and go back. So for us going to Amrit-
sar was like a long weekend holiday.

R: And it was easy enough in the early years...

A: Oh, yes, just cross the Wagah border, you have
your Volkswagen with your luggage on the top and
kids in the boot, and everybody knew us by this time
that these mad friends come with their kids...

R: As an adult when did you start coming to India?
A: My first trip was in 1977.
R: This was after a gap of 20 years or so?
A: Yes. I was married and we came to India again

A: After the 1965 war it be-
came difficult, and I say that not
only in terms of just Indians
and Pakistanis travelling. Be-
fore 1965 there used to be a
number of indians who had
businesses in Pakistan, after
‘65 that stopped. A lot of our

% Hindu friends, Hindu Paki-
stanis, when you ask them when they began to fee] that
they were being discriminated against, felt the tensions
in society, they trace it back to the '65 war.

R: So, for 16-17 years after independence, it was still
possible for...

A: Tt was bearable, and things could have improved.

[ remember once going with my father to the border to
receive my mother, she was coming back from one of
her usual trips, and one of her friends, Sheela, who had
studied with her and was her best friend in India, came
all the way from Delhi to Amritsar just to see my tather
and wave to him at the Wagah border. I remember how
much my parents were touched by that.
R: When you came here in May 2000 on the women's bus
from Pakistan, you said that if the border at Wagah was
thrown open, there would be queues for miles on either
side. The question I want to ask you is: when states are
locked in hostility but people are willing to have a dia-
logue, how does the fwo ever meet? As long as there is a
secular India and a theacratic Pakistan, how can a dia-
logue take place?

A: You see, this is the difficulty about the India-
Pakistan relationship—and indeed about any move-
ment that is started by civil society—that it can move to
a certain point but beyond that, unless they do not at
least convince their own states to keep public opinion
in mind, there is a kind of obstacle which the states
make for the people. I think that in both India and Paki-
stan, public opinion has to be made, and more so, per-
haps, on our side. I actually have thought about it very
deeply, having travelled in all South Asian countries,
and seen that tensions are created and become
stubborn and obstinate when the directions are very
different.
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opinion-maker, but ofcourse there is no free flow of in-
formation between our countries. So do you think that
the responsibility of making public opinion, lies more
with ngo's, civil society groups, professionals?

A: Media plays an important part in forming opin-
ion, but media has to report something. Where media
has missed out is that they have no reporting to do,
unfortunately. What are our political forces saying, both
in India and Pakistan, about the relationship? It's all
very well for me to write, but I'm not a leader of a polit-
ical party. I have influence over a very small pocket of
people. But what does, for example, Sonia Gandhi think
about the relationship between India and Pakistan—I
have not read a piece on this. What does Benazir think
about it? T have read very short statements, but never a
deep analysis of it. What has Nawaz Sharif written
about it—he started the Lahore process, what were his
thoughts about it? Did he come on television, educate
people...

R:But these are all politicians, they are part of the state...

A: Yes, they may be a part of states, but their pro-
nouncements and their statements that spell out the
reasons, are something that the media builds up. If there
is silence, then the media can only write an editorial—
that is their opinion, and some people can write arti-
cles, but the media cannot report what the people who
are supposed to be leaders of society, what their think-
ing is about the situation. I know that, privately, many
of our leaders want to get on with things, and if they
only said it atoud then a lot of people would begin to
think that way, too. There is a misperception that Paki-
stan’s politics should first address the question of In-
dia as an enemy. To undo the kind of propaganda that
has gone on for 50 years you can’t have just a few edi-
tors and a few ngo’s talking about it. You really do
need political leadership now.

R: If you had to identify one major human rights abuse
issue that is common to India and Pakistan, what would
it be?

A: Well, I think what is common to both—and this
is relevant for all of South Asia—is the whole question
of ethnic and religious minorities, because that really
goes to the heart of the problem. To the whole problem
of armed conflicts being faced by Pakistanis, Bang-
ladeshis now, Sri Lanka and, to an extent, Nepal, al-
though theirs is not rooted—mercifully—in religion or
ethnicity, but in economic deprivation.

R: But do you see ethnicity—identity politics—as a
human rights issue or a political issue?

A: 1 see it as both, and I don't really think that hu-
man rights issues are not political. They have to be po-
litical. And it's not that I'm looking at it only as a ques-
tion of rights, but as rights that have to be linked some-
how to politics. So I'm not simply saying okay, let's
have a policy of peace and tolerance, I'm looking at
how, politically, given the kind of diversity we have in
South Asia—there is probably not a place in this
Subcontinent where you won't find people of different
races—how we can work towards a political system
geared to it?

R: But the rights discourse is a discourse of claims. To
whom would we make a claim if we say that ethuicity is
a rights issue, what claim would we make?

A: To make the claim, what we have to do is to link it
to politics. The political structures or the democratic
structures—that you people have, we [in Pakistan]
don't, but let's say, whenever we come back to it—
should have strong inechanisms and make inroads into
our legal system, where people of religious and ethnic
minorities can actually ask for their rights not only from
governments but from individuals, too.

R:These would be community rights or individual rights?

A:1am sorry, but [ am a person who favours rights
of individuals for many reasons. Rights as communi-
ties suppresses the underprivileged within that com-
munity.

R: You have recently set up the South Asians for Human
Rights group—how would you go about such an
agenda?

A: Well, the group has to identify. I would first of all
like to see us take up one issue, which is a high priority
issue, in a holistic manner, such as the question of con-
stitution-making. How can an idealistic constitutional
machinery work? Or we could think of setting up a
charter for South Asia and forcing the governments to
set up maybe, a South Asian Court at some point, but
certainly a commission at the South Asian level, be-
cause I think that is another way it can become a melt-
ing pot and visions can begin to crystallise. That is one
way of doing it, but on the other hand, having worked
for many years among ngo’s, there is always a desire
and an expectation among people to see something
happening on the ground. So while we are taking up
larger issues, we also have to deal with some concrete,
important, but smaller or more do-able issues—Tlike pris-
oners, exchange of fishermen, trafficking of women—
which really cannot be done by one organisation alone
in one country. At an informal level we are always co-
ordinating with organisations in Bangladesh, organi-
sations in India—so if that could be done, then at least
on the ground you are doing something and can satisfy
yourself and others that something concrete has been
done. Because changing ideas and changing mind-sets
take years.

R:Your idea about beginning with the constitution is an
excellent one, but what about the question of national
sovereigrty? I mean, people will immediately be...

A: Of course people will be up in arms, but then
there should be enough people to realise that the whole
question of national sovereignty with the new process-
es of globalisation, in any event, is not the same kind of
sovereignty as we used to have earlier. | mean the whole
notion of sovereignty has changed. National ‘sovereign-
ty’ basically lies in how well you are able to perform
within the country. Developing countries like ourselves,
what we have to offer is maybe, tourism, well, you have
technology, we may want something eise, investment,
but you really need peace for that, you need good gov-
ernance for that, and alt this is first and foremost based
upon people living together in harmony. But if we are
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fighting all the time inter-group or intra-group, we are
hurting our economies anyway.

R: After the nuclear implosions and Kargil, how do you
see the relevance of initiatives like the Pakistan-India
Forum for Peace and Democracy, exchanges between
wonten's groups and s0 on...

A: lt is difficult because it is more challenging. Ear-
lier we didn’t realise how conventional warfare, mixed
with having gone nuclear can really get out of hand.
Now the urgency is there, not only because of nuclear-
isation and Kargil but also because of the fact that we
are losing out on that, too. So there’s that urgency, and
the realisation of what globalisation is doing to South
Asia. We are just dragging cach other down. It’s all
very well to say that, okay, India has progressed eco-
nomically, but has anybody done an evaluation of how
much it could have progressed had there not been these
tensions? | feel, for example, that Pakistan’s forcign,
defence and security policies are still geared to the cold
war! What now, now that the cold war is over? We had
got too used to being a partner to the cold war during
the Afghan issue and now there is a kind of panic: how
are we going to survive economically? Their way of
thinking is that you put security issues first, right up in
front, and survival will come automatically. They
maven't got out of that mind-set unfortunately. And T
am beginning to feel, sadly, that the interests of the gov-
ernments of South Asia are now beginning to clash with
the interests of the people. When 1 say the interests of
the governments, I mean there is always a class of peo-
ple in South Asia that has a stake in any kind of politi-
cal system that you devise—whether it is a democratic
one or not, though undoubtedly democratic is better, I
would hate to be reported as saying that democratic
and non-democratic systems arc alike—but they have
also got hold of a class. Now where the democratic sys-
tem has progressed, as in India, you are constantly try-
ing to chip away at those vested interests...

R: Certainly in India democracy is being eroded rapidly
and there is actually going to be the severest abrogation
of universal human rights.

A: Perhaps because I have the mind-set of a lawyer,
I always believe that these things have to be put into a
structure. [ mean, [ want a right, ] must have a way of
claiming it, a system within which I can realise it. This
is the admirable thing that Western democracies have
done for themselves. They won't say, it is moral for me
to have this, they will find a way to link the morality of
it to the legality of it. We have not been abie to do that.
They have found a way to make the moral, legal, and
the legal, moral. Look at their whole structure of hu-
man rights—it is moral pressure, and how does the
moral pressure work? It doesn’t happen in an unorga-
nised way like it does in our countries, two protests one
day... it's not disorganised, their moral pressure, it’s
not the way we work—we have demonstrations, then
we exhaust ourselves—what they have is mechanisms,
they will have a human rights commissioner, they will
have special rapporteurs in the UN system who will
put pressure on members, work slowly. I have watched
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the system and | used to wonder whether these reports
sit there gathering dust, but actually what they are gath-
ering is public opinion. T was quite amazed at how it
works, slowly but surcly. This is what we need herc
as well.

R: The Human Rights Comntission of Pakistan is an
ngo, and in India it is a govermment one. The point you
are making is that the role of these organisations in
making public opinion is critical...

A: It is critical and yet limited. 1 often say to my

friends in Pakistan that you can’t replace a political
party, no way, and don’t even try and do it because you
must put pressure on politicians, that is the responsi-
bility. Whenever we pive a statement, we urge politieal
parties to say something, because they can’t abdicate
their responsibility to civil society. They can't take the
easy way out.
R:About the Samia Sarwar case in Pakistan and extra-
judicial killings, would you say that religious 'right-
wingism' strengthens patriarchy in a way that can be
life-threatening for women?

A: Certainly. We have seen it not only in Pakistan
but in other parts of the world as well, and it can be any
religion. 1t is strange, when it eomes to confrontation,
as it did in the Samia Sarwar case, religious leaders
said that honour killings arce not part of religion, but
then they took the support of cutture! When culture
fails, they say these are our “values”. Okay, if it is cul-
tural, why is it only the religious extremists who are
talking about culture, why not nationalists, because they
are the ones who should be concerned about culture?
R: When these multiple patriarchics collude, whether it
is the state, or religion, or culture, or econoinic poiver,
where is the space for women, because all institutional
assistance, whether legal or otherwise, is patriarchal?

A: Well, that's why you see a lot of women in civii
society, because that's the only space they have. Most
civil society organisations are probably headed by men,
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but their young professionals or activists are mostly
women, because they are finding less and less conge-
nial space for themselves. This is not something that’s
happening in our country alone, it’s happening in the
West, too. We have to somehow link our struggle to the
overall struggles as well, yet show that without the
participation of women there will be no economic pros-
perity. There is a very clear connection there.

R: Do you see this voice getting feebler or stronger?

A: In Pakistan it is [getting] stronger, despite all the
hurdles. You know in 1983 we had our first procession,
a women's procession against the military government,
against Islamisation--it came out of our law office—
and if you read the press clippings from that time, we
were told we were promiscuous women, that our mar-
riages should be dissolved, and ordinary educated
women whom we met were scared to talk to us, because
they were afraid they would get tarnished. We were
considered disreputable women.

R: Although there was a public sort of admission against
honour killings in Pakistan, there is no legal provision
to deal with them, is there?

A: No. There is no legal provision to deal with them,
and honour killings continue at the same level. I had a
case in one of the sessions courts where the public pros-
ecutor was the one who said that honour killings should
be allowed. Now, he’s the government, and if the gov-
ernment is serious about stopping the killings they need
to get to the bottom of the legal system and to their
agents, and tell them that this is not acceptable, wheth-
er it is the investigating officer, or the 5P, or the public
prosecutor, even the advocate general’s office. But if the
government itself supports it, how do you think you
can influence the judges? Although there are a lot of
empowered people who project “tradition”, at the same
time they also get so much done from the government
that it does not have to please them on something like
honour killings. They can give them factories and other
things. But women's groups, minority groups, peasant
groups, little liberal groups here and there—they are
not asking for lands and property and licenscs, all they
want is justice. I am now looking at it from a purely
political peint of view. For example, in the honour kill-
ing case of Samia Sarwar, apart from Nawaz Sharif’s
party, every political party gave a statement saying that
they oppose them, which is not a small thing, because
they all have traditionalists in their parties.

R: But the fact is that nothing has changed on the
ground...

A: Nothing will change on the ground, because in a
political system which lacks legitimacy, and which is
always being disrupted, the priority is to try and get
legitimacy and deal with bigger issues. All these issues
are considered soft issues and they take a back seat.
R: Asma, I want to ask you about the women's move-
ment in Pakistan now...

A: The women’s movement has lost its focus, its in-
tensity over the last few years. In a way the human
rights movement has come to the forefront. You see, the
women’s movement in Pakistan was really part of the
civil rights movement. A lot of the women who are in

women's groups were part of that movement and they
were the ones who gave it a political colour. If you read
the early WAF statements they were all non-political,
there was a big fight between the political and the non-
political women, and they were the true activists. Of
course, the integrity of everybody was above board. |
would even go so far as to say that the ones who were
non-political had fewer agendas—actually their agen-
da was a very pure feminist agenda—whereas the peo-
ple who came from the civil rights movement or the Left
had their own agendas, and carried their own baggage.
But they did give it that momentum, and once they went
back to their own work, their mainstream work, the
women'’s movement lost that pulse, that ability to look
at things politically, of reacting politically. Even today I
think that leadership comes from the human rights
movements.

R: We often say here in India that the women's move-
ment has become institutionalised, and perhaps because
of this the activism is blunted...

A: You know, there are institutions and institutions.
There is one kind of institutionalisation which is pat-
terned on a bureaucratic, Western style of human rights
work, but there is another kind that we have always
had in the Subcontinent, which is activist-based—where
did [Indian] Congress come from, for example, it was
an ngo basically! And as we read it today, the whole
Pakistan Movement was started by Sir Syed Ahmed
Khan's ngo’s—so I think that institutionalising activ-
ist organisations is fine, but if that institutionalisation
means research upon research, and researching the
same thing over and over again and making the same
recommendations to god knows whom, that, Tam afraid,
is not adding to the movement. And this is happening
a lot. Look at the number of people in civil society in
Pakistan who have been co-opted by the military today,
that by itself shows you how skin deep their democrat-
ic convictions were. And again, by the way, you will
not find one person who has been in the old civil rights
movement who has been co-opted. That is the differ-
ence, because convictions don’t simply come from read-
ing a book, they come by living it, by suffering through
it, and the more you suffer, the more convinced you get.
I mean, every time there has been a confusion in peo-
ple’s minds, one has come out thinking, well, the col-
lective stand of the Human Rights Commission was
right from the first day, that those who said we are not
a part of the military government were correct. That is
why I find institutions very important, because in com-
plicated situations if you don’t bounce ideas off one
other, if you don’t have access to the collective wisdom
around you, you won't be able to see things as clearly. It
was group work which shaped my mind, shaped me

as a human being, rounded off a lot of my rough edges..

I'm really very grateful for having worked with all these
older people who have struggled all their lives, spent
years in jail, living modestly, they are our role models.
That is really what makes you continue, the support
you get from them. A

This interview first appeared in Gallerie, of Bombay. |
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on of heritage.

y A G Krishna Menon

Restoration in the
ime of Globalisation

he replacement of lost wood-work as part of the restoration of the
Ratneswara Temple in Kathmandu using the skills of traditional Nepali
{~craftsmen, in breach of the Eurocentric norms that govern the preser-
" vation of monuments, highlights the paradoxes of globalisation and
“=Fthe need to adopt indigenous, culture-specific norms in the conserva-

ne of globalisation’s
paradoxes is that even
as it imposes trans-na-

-+ tonal values and processes onJo-
Soral cultures, it simultaneously
#oives them a ‘presence’ they
B ever had before. The more
o ok ngf_l_oba]isation disrupts and dis-
i faces local traditions, the more
he significance of what is being
st stands out. The interdiscipli-
iary and intercultural scholar-
hip encouraged by globalisation
unearthed the existence and
ic of hitherto obscure indig-
‘hous knowledge systems and
ractices, This scholarship cre-
ates provocative voices of dissent
J which question the very premises
e~ Ainderlying globalisation, and
provides the raison d’etre to re-
f—or at least influence—its
ther progress. The Sulima strut
ry exemplifies this process.
. This is the story of the resto-
ation of the 13th century Ratnes-
ira Temple in Sulima Tole of
tan town in Kathmandu Val-
, undertaken by the Kath-
ndu Valley Preservation Trust
), an internationally funded
oup involved in architectural
onservation. The issue is about
e replacement of lost carved

£

Lt fodern strut replacement.

timber elements as part of the resto-
ration work. These replacements
were carved by contemporary crafts-
men on the tiered temple at Sulima
Tote and purport to be “authentic”
equivalents of the original.

Such a restoration challenges the
hallowed principles of conserva-
tion, which prohibit any form of rep-
lication of lost architectural cle-
ments. The orthodoxy of conserva-
tion practice requires that ancient
buildings be kept in roughly the
same state that they were found, as
stabilised tuins. In this view, “good”
conservation procedure means
minimal intervention to maintain
the original integrity and authentic-
ity of the remaining fabric of the
building or ruin.

In the Ratneswara Temple project
however, a ruin was completely re-
stored to its ‘original’ state by the
KVPT. There is little evidence of the
“golden stain of time” or the possi-
bility of distinguishing between the
old and the new parts of the build-
ing in the restored monument. In-
deed, much of what one sees is not
“original”, and John Ruskin, whose
views were to significantly influ-
ence conservation practice, would
certainly have reason to call the
building “a lie”. Nevertheless, the

heresy of the KVPT restoration
project merits serious consideration,
not only becausc it questions the
authority of supposedly universal
conventions in the context of Kath-
mandu Valley, but also because it
provides compelling rationale to
conserve a ‘living tradition” that is
facing extinction.

Venetian orthodoxy

The attitudes that govern the con-
servation of cultural heritage ought
to be culture specific. But in prac-
tice this is not so, because the world
over, “official” values governing
conservation practice are imbued
with the ideals established by Rus-
kin and colleagues in England dur-
ing the last century and, conse-
quently, reflect a thoroughly Euro-
centric point of view. These ideals
are disseminated through various
charters of UNESCO, most notably
the “The Tnternational Charter for
the Conservation and Restoration
of Monuments and Sites”, otherwise
known as the "Venetian Charter”
(1964). The principles of conserva-
tion have, of course, broadened in
more recent times to acknowledge
other imperatives, including those
of “living cultures”, but the ortho-
doxy defined by the Venice Charter
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nevertheless prevails and influ-
ences official conservation policies.

In many Third World countries,
where traditional skills and prac-
tices still survive, the implications
of this are profound, because the
universalisation of conservation
policy fails to account for the conti-
nuity of indigenous traditions.
Eurccentric norms are inimical to
indigenous practices of conserving
(or not conserving} ancient build-
ings because they make the tradi-
tional craftsmen and their skills re-
dundant. This impoverishes local
cultures and destroys the organic
bond that existed among traditional
knowledge, traditional practices
and the monument. The stabilised
ruin idealised in European cultures,
holds little meaning in traditional
societies.

Yet, when these societies set
about conserving their monuments,
they tried to adopt Eurocentric
norms. The need for international
financial assistance to undertake
conservation works and the aura
surrounding the UNESCO stamp of
approval, ensures the adoption of
these norms even when viable tra-
ditional alternatives are still avail-
able. What UNESCO propagates rep-
resents the “modern” and “progres-
sive” principles of conservation,
and the desire to align with them is
a potent force in the Third World. Tt
is not surprising, therefore, to find
the Archacological Survey of India
or the Department of Archaeology
of His Majesty’s Government of
Nepal, or their counterparts else-
where in the Third World, turning
their backs on centuries-old tradi-
tions and diligently emulating the
precepts enshrined in the Venice
Charter. 1ts allure is the power of
globalisation.

But globalisation contains its
own critique. Within the homo-
genising influence of globalisa-
tion—indeed, often as a result of it—
the efficacy of traditional local prac-
tices get highlighted. The critique of
FEurocentric conservation comes
from the very agents of these prac-
tices—foreign experts working in
the field. Familiarity with local tra-
dition exposes the limitations of
universalist principles more clearly
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to such experts, who are in an
unique position to appreciate and
articulate the difference. Thus, in
places like Nepal, the putsider is
both the agent of change and also
the one who questions change.

The new visibility of traditional
practices also ensures that they get
reappropriated by the local society.
This process of “going back to the
future” can be seen at work in Patan
as well as in Bhaktapur town where
conservation work was initiated
two decades earlier. These works
undertaken by foreign experts, even
as they stayed within the bounds of
Eurocentric orthodoxy, tested its
limits, as in the case of the complete
reconstruction of the Cyasilin
Mandap of Bhaktapur in 1987.

In the Ratneswara Temple how-
ever, the boundaries have been
breached. Here it is outright apos-
tasy. Considering the heritage value
of the monument, this order and
extent of restoration work would
not have been “officially” permitted
clsewhere. It is for this reason that
the work is significant at one
level and remains problematic at
another.

Local, foreign and official

There is, of course, the dominant role
of the foreign expert and the source
of funding to consider while evalu-
ating the polemic context of this and
other significant conservation pro-
jects in Nepal. Why 1s it necessary
to rely upon foreign expertise and
funds in order to restore valuable
traditional heritage? Has this heri-
tage lost meaning in local society,

The tiered tempie

but gained meaning outside? Is 'sov-
ereignty’ an issue in the global mar-
ketplace of conservation?

In earlier times, a teudal elite con-
structed and maintained temples
such as the Ratneswara. There was
a concordance between the aspira-
tion and activitics of different
classes in that socicty because the
culture within which they operated
was homogenous. The process
of modernisation has long since
eroded the organic relationship that
had existed earlier among patrons,
craftsmen and the pervasive socio-
cultural ideals. The government bu-
reaucrat has replaced the feudal
patron in matters of heritage man-
agement. As a consequence, there is
today a widespread indifference to
conserving architectural heritage.

Traditional knowledge and
skills are still available, but are not
put to use. The state is unable to rem-
edy this situation because it has
neither the will nor the imagination
to tackle the problem. Its agenda of
urgent concerns does not include
heritage, thus setting in motion the
familiar pattern of attrition of an-
cient monuments. This leaves the
field open for the entry of foreign
expertise and funding. Though
Nepal has undoubtedly benefited
from such interventions, the role of
an external agency with altruistic
intent raises uncomfortable ques-
tions, especially from a post-colonial
perspective. The focus of these ques-
tions gets shar-per when the ideol-
ogy of conservation is “subversive”,
as it is with the decision to replace
the wood struts at Sulima.




R .} A — PP

oo

One must evaluate the role of the
‘foreigner’ in mediating local cul-
tures—both ‘official” and otherwise.
In the Rat-neswara project the “for-
eign’ and the ‘local’ have coalesced
with a common purpose, not untike
the manner in which the “foreign’
and the ‘official’ invariably align in
the process of modernisation and
globalisation. However, there is an
ethical distinction to be made be-
tween the two situations, By rely-
ing on local traditions and skills
one enriches local cultures, while
the other, by relying on Eurocentric
norms of conservation, one does not.
Both have the propensity to distort
future developments because the
‘local’ lacks a voice. This is the prob-
lem with the conservation work umn-
dertaken by foreign-

X-axis represents time. The Y-axis
calibrates movement in two direc-
tions: upwards, to indicated the
modernisation of society, and
downwards, to indicate the deterio-
ration of the monument. The X-axis
also represents the idealised
“steady-state” condition of the
monument, had it not deteriorated
over time, or if it had been continu-
ously maintained and upgraded
over the years. Obviously, this did
not happen and in the diagram the
ruined monument is located at
point B, well below the “steady-
state” condition.

When conservation is initiated,
while the condition of the monu-
ment is at point B, the level of
modermnisation of society is at poini

The determining criterion sho-
uld be the appropriateness of the
strategy to the Nepali context, rather
than its conformity with UNESCO
guidelines. This will be influenced
by whether the local constituency
prefers to have a resurrected temple,
a stabilised ruin or a deteriorating
monument. The Sulima strut story
hinges on the assumption that the
local people prefer the resurrected
temple.

In making the decision, the role
of the shilpakars must also be brought
into focus. If no initiative is taken to
improve their prospects and social
status, the gap between Cand D
will widen, and the shilpakars wiil
drop to point C,. However, the strat-
egy to take the monument to B, in-

troduces a contin-

ers in Nepal.

The only safe-
guard to this pro- @
pensity is a sensitiv-
ity of analysis and
action on the part of
the external agent,

who must evaluate A
the relevance of both | * ~Gal

the Eurocentric as | 4" Century AD
well as local tradi-
tions in conserva-
tion. The Nepali ex-
perience should not
be used to extract lo-

cal allegories of west-
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gent possibility of
taking the shilpa-
kars to point C,
thereby reducing the
gap between C and
D. Many develop-
ment professionals
would agree that
this is a worthwhile
objective to pursue.

Eurocentric prac-
tices, focussing as
they do on the monu-
ment rather than the
shilpakar, foreclose
this possibility. The

ern theoretical pre-
occupations: this is the classical trap
of Orientalism. On the other hand,
it would be wrong to debunk all
Western claims by harping on the
uniqueness of Nepali culture: this
is the trap of cultural essentialism.
What is compelling in the Sulima
strut story is the exemplary manner
in which these issues have been
mediated.

Rational choices

In order to understand this reading
of the story, the issues must be con-
sidered in the context of contempo-
rary Nepal. The possibilities can
be represented in a diagrammatic
form.,

In this diagram, both society and
the monument in question are, in
the beginning, located at point A,
sometime in the distant past. The

D. In a parallel trajectory, the condi-
tion of the skilled craftsman or
shilpakar is at point C: still a living
practice, but declining.

Given these conditions, the fu-
ture of the monument at point B has
three possibilities. If nothing is
done, then it will move towards
B,, that is, continue its trajectory
of deterioration. If one applies
Eurocentric principles of conserva-
tion, then (as an ideal possibility)
one would move towards B,
roughly parallel to the X-axis but
below it. The building would then
be a stabilised ruin. It would also
have little meaning in the local com-
munity. But the strategy employed
in the restoration of the Ratneswara
temple moves the monument to
point B,, closer to the X-axis, that is,
closer to its original form.

distinction between
conserving the monument and con-
serving the skills that built them
must be polemicised into a critical
culture of conservation wherever
traditional practices still survive.
The KVPT’s complete restoration of
the Sulima temple brings out these
issues in forcefully.

This is the significance of the
Sulima strut story, but there is also
great irony in its message: such criti-
cal thinking would not have been
possible without the outsider or for-
eign funds. When the implication
of this message sinks in, we will find
it salutary and tragic at the same
time. Did the Western conservation-
ists do right in completely restoring
an ancient temple to its ‘original’
state? b
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Opinion

Big Pharma and Us

imes have changed since the

cold war, but not half as much

as we might like to think. The
cold war provided the perfect excuse
for Western governments to plunder
and exploit the Third World in the
name of freedom; to rig its elections,
bribe its politicians, appoint its
tyrants and, by every sophisticated
means of persuasion and interfer-
ence, stunt the emergence of young
democracies in the name of demo-
cracy.

And while they did this—whe-
ther in Southeast Asia, Central and
South America or Africa—a ludi-
crous notion took root that we are
saddled with, to this day. It is a
notion beloved of conservatives and,
in my country, New Labour alike. It
makes Siamese twins of Tony Blair,
Margaret Thatcher, Ronald Reagan,
Bill Clinton and George W Bush.
It holds to its bosom the convichon
that, whatever vast commercial
corporations do in the short term,
they are ultimately motivated by
ethical concerns, and their influence
upon the world is therefore beneficial.
And anyone who thinks otherwise
is a neo-Communist heretic.

In the name of this theory, we
look on apparently helpless while
rainforests are wrecked to the tune of
millions of square miles every year,
native agricultural communities are
systematically deprived of their
livelihoods, uprooted and made
homeless, protesters are hanged and
shot, the loveliest corners of the world
are invaded and desecrated, and
tropical paradises are turned into
rotting wastelands with sprawling,
disease-ridden megacities at their
centre.

And of all these crimes of unbrid-
led capitalism, it seemed to me, as [
began to cast round for a story to
illustrate this argument in my most
recent noveli, that the pharmaceu-
tical industry offered me the most
eloquent example. I might have gone
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for the scandal of spiked tobacco,
designed by Western manufacturers
to cause addiction and incidentally
cancer in Third World communities
already plagued with AIDS, tuber-
culosis, malaria and poverty on a
scale few of us can imagine.

[ might have gone for the oil
companies, and the impunity with
which Shell, for instance, triggered a
vast human disaster in Nigeria,
displacing tribes, polluting their land
and causing an uprising that led to
kangaroo courts and the shameful
torture and execution of very brave

Following the two articles
that Himal published on
pharmaceutical patents
(February) and primary
health care (March), we re-
print this unusual piece by
the novelist John Le Carre
in The Nation, the alterna-
tive opinion weekly from
New York. This is to alert
ourselves of the need to be
on guard against multina-
tional and regional commer-
cialisation of medicine.

men by a wicked and corrupt totali-
tarian regime.

But the multinational pharma-
ceutical world, once I entered it, got
me by the throat and wouldn't let me
go. Big Pharma, as itis known, offered
everything: the hopes and dreams we
have of it; its vast, partly realised
potential for good; and its pitch-dark
underside, sustained by huge wealth,
pathological secrecy, corruption and
greed.

T learned, for instance, of how Big
Pharma in the United States had
persuaded the State Department to

threaten poor countries’ govern-
ments with trade sanctions in order
to prevent them from making their
own cheap forms of the patented
lifesaving drugs that could ease the
agony of 35 million men, women and
children in the Third World who are
HIV-positive, 80 percent of them in
sub-Saharan Africa. In pharma
jargon, these patent-free copycat
drugs are called generic. Big Pharma
likes to trash them, insisting they are
unsafe and carelessly administered.
Practice shows that they are neither.
They simply save the same lives that
Big Pharma could save, but at a
fraction of the cost.

Big Pharma did not invent these
lifesaving drugs that they have
patented and arbitrarily overpriced,
incidentally. Anti-retrovirals were for
the most part discovered by publicly
funded US research projects into
other diseases, and only later entrus-
ted to pharmaceutical companies for
marketing and exploitation. Once the
pharmas had the patent, they
charged whatever they thought an
AlDS-desperate Western market
would stand: USD 12,000 to USD
15,000 a year for compounds that cost
a few hundred to run up. Thus a price
tag was attached, and the Western
world, by and large, fell for it.
Nobody said it was a massive
confidence trick. Nobody remarked

that, while Africa has 80 percent of-

the world’s AIDS patients, it
comprises 1 percent of Big Pharma’s
market.

Do I hear you offering the drug
companies’ time-worn excuse that
they need to make huge profits on one
drug in order to finance the research
and development of others? Then
kindly tell me, please, how come they
spend twice as much on market-
ing as they do on research and
development?

[ was also told about the dumping
of inappropriate or out-of-date medi-
cines by means of “charitable
donations” in order to get rid of
unsalable stock, avoid destruction
costs and earn a tax break. And about
the deliberate widening of a drug’s
specifications in order to broaden its
sales base in the Third World. Thus,
for instance, a drug that in Wes-
tern Europe or the States would be
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licensed only for extreme cancer pain
might be sold in Nairobi as a simple
headache cure—and at several times
the cost of buying it in Paris or
New York. And in all probability
no contraindications would be
provided.

And then of course there is the
patent game itself. One compound
can carry a dozen or more patents.
You patent the manufacturing
process. You patent the delivery
systern, pills, medicine or serum. You
patent the dosage, now daily, now
weekly, now twice weekly. You pat-
ent, if you can, every footling eventin
the drug’s life from research lab to
patient. And for every day that you
fend off the generic manufacturer, you
earn yourself another fortune,
because markup, for as long as you
own the patent, is astronomic.

But Big Pharma is also engaged
in the deliberate seduction of
the medical profession, country by
country, worldwide. It is spending a
fortune on influencing, hiring and
purchasing academic judgment to a
point where, in a few years’ time, if
Big Pharma continues unchecked on
its present happy path, unbought
medical opinion will be hard to find.

And consider what happens to
supposedly impartial academic
medical research when giant phar-
maceutical companies donate whole
biotech buildings and endow
professorships at the universities and
teaching hospitals where their
products are tested and developed.
There has been a steady flow of
alarming cases in recent years where
inconvenient scientific findings have
been suppressed or rewritten, and
those responsible for them hounded
off their campuses with their pro-
fessional and personal reputations
systematically trashed by the
machinations of public relations
agencies in the pay of the pharmas.

The last bastjion, you might
reasonably hope, would be the
‘objective’ scientific journals. But
here, too, alas, we need to be wary,
just as they do. The New England
Joural of Medicine, America’s most
prestigious, recently confessed to its
chagrin that some of its contri-
butors have turned out to have had
undeclared connections with the

pharmaceutical industry. As to less
august journals, who have neither
the clout nor the resources to check
on the hidden interests of their
contributors, many have become little
more than shop windows for phar-
mas peddling their wares. And more
than one “opinion leader”—i.e.,
research professor—has been known
to add his name to an article that has
helpfully been written for him back
at the shop.

The general press, by conirast,
has started to serve the public a great
deal better than it used to, partic ularty
in the United States. Perhaps they are
a little less worried about their adver-
tisers. A Washington Post 11-month
investigation last year into the mal-
practices of US and multinational
pharmas in poor countries culmi-
nated in a series of devastating
articles that should earn the writers
a Pulitzer Prize, the thanks of all
decent people and the naked loathing
of the industry.

A recent, equally splendid article
by Tina Rosenberg in The New York
Thimes Magazine held up Brazil as the
way forward, and showed us the
limitations, in law, of the pharma-
ceutical companies’ grip on their own
patents. Brazil has put the survival
of its own people above the huffing
and puffing of Big Pharma. It has
produced its own generic anti-
retrovirals at a fraction of the cost of
the patented equivalent and it is
dishing them out to every Brazilian
who needs them. At first, instead of
rushing screaming to its lawyers and
lobbyists and the US State Depart-
ment, Big Pharma bit the bullet and
dropped its prices to compete. But for
how long? Under George W Bush, it
is already preparing to put back the
clock to day zero.

George W. Bush came to power
on the back of a lot of very greedy
people, not least Big Pharma, which
poured millions into his campaigh,
more than twice the sums it gave the
Democrats. Several of the godfathers
and grandfathers who packaged
and promoted George W. have more
than close connections with the
pharma industry. Clinton, by the end
of his second term, had started to
resist Big Pharma’s draconian Wash-
ington lobby and was even timidly

advocating the release of generic AIDS
drugs to people who were dying by
the million for want of them. But a
huge court case, brought by Big
Pharma in South Africa and now
imminent, proposes to entrench
patent law at any price. The price, of
course, is the lives of millions of the
Third World’s citizens.

Do governments run countries
anymore? Do presidents run govern-
ments? In the cold war, the right side
lost but the wrong side won, said a
Berlin wit. For the blink of a star, back
there in the early 1990s, something
wonderful might have happened: a
Marshall Plan, a generous reconci-
liation of old enemies, a remaking of
alliances and, for the Third and
Fourth Worlds, a commitment to take
on the world’s real enemies: star-
vation, plague, poverty, ecological
devastation, despotism and colonial-
ism by all its other names.

But that wishful dream supposed
that enlightened nations spoke as
enlightened nations, not as the hired
mouthpieces of multibillion-dollar
multinational corporations that view
the exploitation of the world’s sick
and dying as a sacred duty to their
shareholders.

Tina Rosenberg in her New York
Times piece offers one of those very
rarc simple solutions that are, of
course, too obvious and clearheaded
to be acceptabrle to the health bureau-
crats of the World community: Let the
World Health Organisation treat
global AIDS in the same way that
UNICEF has treated global vaccina-
tion, which saves 3 million lives a
year and prevents crippling diseases
in tens of millions more. She calcula-
tes the cost at around USD 3 billion,
which she suggests isn't too bad a
number if you're heading off the
collapse of a continent.

She might have added—and
perhaps in her mind she did—that
the sales of just one pharma giant,
Pfizer, amounted last year to USD
29.6 billion and its profits to USD 3.7
billion. GlaxoSmithKline did even
better, with lower sales of USD 27.5
biition and greater profits Of USD
5.6 billion. And it’s all for love of
mankind. &
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Resunga: The Monntain of the Vlarned Sage
edited by Philippe Ramirez

(2000, pp. x+304)

A Bibliotheca Himalayica book

histary, geography, enthnography and cultural studics all

Everything you wanred to know about the two central Nepal districts of Gulmiand Arghakhanchi. This book is
rolled into ane. The result of a nine-year-long rescarch by

a team of Lrench social scicntists-—perhaps the first study of irs kind in Nepal.

edited by Pitammber Sharma
{2000, pp. xii+179)

Tourisor as Develspment: Case Studies from the Himalaya

R | wondered why Pokhara’s Phewa Lake atea has become such an eyesore? Or, how the opening of Upper Mustang
has berefitted the locals there? This book has the answers, an
the FHimalaya and highlights the essendal interrelagonship berween tourism and local progress.

d more, as it leoks at three other wourist destinations in

When Toni Hagen first ser foot in Nepal in 1950, he came as a development expert. Over the nine years that he
walked 14,000 km across the length and breadth of Nepal, conducring its first reconnaissance survey, he grew to
become a valued friend of the country. This is the original buok that introduced Nepal, both to Nepalis and outsid-
ers, This fuurth edidon of this classic includes the original reports and photographs even as it brings the reader up-
to-date with the changes Hagen has seen over the course of a hzlf-century.

Toni Hagen's
Nepai: The Kingdom in the Himalaya
revised and updated with Deepak Thapa
(19989, pp. xviii+251)

plates and skerches, and an additional linguisdc map of Nepal.

World-class titles from

The second and campletely revised edition of this acclaimed picture book-cum-ethnography stuc
and a Nepali scholar, The new edition deals with threc additional population groups and comes with more colour

1y by 2 Bridsh arost

Faces of Nepal
by Jan Salter and Harka Gurung

(1999, pp. vi+99)

ECONOMIC
AND
POLITICAL

A social science journal featuring:

e research articles in economics, sociology, political
science and other emerging disciplines

e scholarly commentary on topical developments

e in-depth reports on people’s struggles

e regular columns by eminent social scientists

® book reviews

e weekly statistical updates on the Indian economy

e analytical review of company pertormances

e monthly review of the money market

fnland {including Nepal and Bhutan}
{in Indian Rupees)

Six Months  One year Two Years  Three Years

Institutions - 800 1500 2200
Individuals 350 650 1150 1700
Concessional Rates

Teachers/Researchers - 425 - 1150
Students - 350 - -

WEEKLY

A Sameeksha Trust Publication

SpPeCIAL ISSUES

e Review of Political Economy
o Review of Women Studies
o Review of Labour

o Review of Agriculture

« Review of Industry and Management

Subscription rates
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{annuel rates in US $)
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New Zealand, Australia and Russia 150 100 a0
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What's wrong with Indian
journalism?

THERE IS much irony about the Tehelka episode that
has so récked India. The irony lies in the Web site being
commended for its “investigative journalism”, where-
as what.is being celebrated is the sickness rather than
the health of Indian journalism. Tehelka has dramati-
cally, if unintentionally, shown the financial and intel-
lectual impoverishment of the Indian media...

Yet, | remain skeptical—not about the guilt of those
who have been named, but-about the halo with which
such journalism suddenly seems to have been conferred,
by most of the English media itself. It is an uncomfort-
able truth that the media rarely judges itselt with the
zeal with which it is eager to judge others. Dr. Amartya
Sen, Nobel laureate and seminal thinker, spoke barely
two months ago in New Delhi on the importance of
journalistic ethics and commitment. Reporting, he said,
“is not just a matter of the honesty and objectivity of
journalism (though they too can be importantly in-
volved), but also one of initiative, imagination and spe-
cial motivation which would be needed to break less
travelled grounds”. 1t is, he added, very edsy to be force-
ful on very visible deprivations, such as a famine or
severe unemployment, but “the importance of bringing
less obvious adversities—such as mton-extreme hunger
or defective schooling arrangenients—can also be very
great”. '

Where then is the attention that less striking but
important deprivations like endemic undernourish-

ment, persistent illiteracy or inadequate health care.

deserve? These may not-always be unearthed by cun-
ningly mounted micro-cameras and wads of soiled cur-
rency notes and promises of further wads of the al-
mighty dollar. They are unglamorous, tedious to pur-
sue and rate a shade above the product of the exertions
of a municipal reporter’s drab beat,

That.is why | cannot abide the gushing praise of
Tehelka’s actions which, in ene.c8lumnist's view on
Onlinefournalism.com, are a “testament to a new breed
of investigative journalism that could only exist on-
line”. The writer, Ms. Beena Das, went on: “The Indian
public and news organisations worldwide have hailed

this brand of hard-hitting investigative reporting.”...this -

new kind of Internet reporting is “posing a real chal-
lenge to traditional media such-as newspapers, maga-
zines and television”. Such a view is wortrisome.
“Launched less than a year ago, the journalists at Te-
helka have been gleaned from publications such as In-
dia Today, Indian Express and Outlook,” Ms. Das contin-
ues, “which made investigative journalism glamorous
and thrilling as opposed to just plain sordid and de-
pressing.” o

1 am being urged to applaud the Tehelka enterprise
as “glamorous and thrilliﬁg" because,leventually, it
pushed a government to the brink of political survival.
It was, 1 am told, “this bailsy attitude” which is “sel-
dom found in bigger news organisations” that tri-

umphed. That's the sort of attitude I would expect to
find in a Bollywood film seript, not from an organisa-

“tion that has set out to do serious reporting.

Tarun Tejpal, editor-in-chief of Tehelka, is quoted
as saying that, “Our job was to blow the whistle on
corruption in India’s defence procurement. We wanted
to nail them down.” Well said. But “nailing them down”

"in Tehelka fashion costs money. If we go along with

one authoritative estimate that the equipment used in
the exercise cost USD 5,000 or more, which at current
rupee-dollar exchange rates is INR 232,000 {still the
annual wage for an average householder in a city like
Bombay), the total amount claimed seems small. Per-
haps it was more. Even assuming an error of plus-or-
minus 10 percent, such a sum to bankroll a story would
not make it past the bean counters at even an establish-
ment like the venerable Indian Express. For decades, the
Express newspaper carried out its own brand of inves-
tigative journalism and built up a reputation for tough
reporting, that remains, in my opinion, still unmatched
by any sort of Indian media. Yet now the Fxpress is

“struggling for survival

What tlien can one say of the aspirations of smaller
English-language papers, and numerous vernacular
papers, to do a Tehelka? Therein lies the gritty truth.

Let us not deceive ourselves abbut-bé_st intentions, abil-

ity -and resourcefulness. iIn my years as a reportet in
India, | have seen more such qualities in what is often
referred to, patronisingly, as the “language press” than

1 Kave in the moneyed, connected and well-groomed

urban media. It is a divergence that is unfortunately
not given the attention it warrants... B
The images.projected by the country’s better-known

" media titles have little to do with the everyday chal-

lenge of living in an Tndia that is being wracked by the
pressures of globalisation. It is the easy route that is
being taken. The example set by The Times of India has
now been copied by other ‘national’ newspapers like
The Hindustan Times and the Kolkdta-based Telegraph.
The broadsheets are full of ephemeral and mildly titil-
lating trivia—theme restaurants, mix'n'match recipes,
androgynous-fashion models and scantily-clad nubile
teénagers in films or the theatre.

.It is again a measure of the deeply skewed media
priorities that rule today, which affect a man like Mr.

Chamanial Deusi. A tailor who lost his home in the

January earthquake in Gujarat, he appeared in the En-
glish media only courtesy the visit of former US Presi-
dent Bill Clinton to Gujarat in the first week of April.
Mr. Deusi didn't mince his words. “He'll give money,

_but who will get it,” he asked the AP reporter. The tailor

said he had received only INR 2,000 (USD 42) of the
50,000 (USD 1,070) the state has promised in rehabili-
tation money. “I want to know, where has that money
gone?” Who is going to help him ask that question,
which several thousand more are asking in Gujarat? If
those funds have been siphoned away, that alone will
amount to a sum vastly exceeding the pitfling amount
that brought about the downfall of Mr. Bangaru Lax-
man. But to the media, the political collapse. of a party
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honcho is far more interesting than the apparent cyni-
cal swindling of which Mr. Deusi may be a victim.
Tehelka's stated aim was “... to plunge into the
murky depths and see if we could spot anything telling
that could be dragged into the light” There is much
that must be and can be dragged into the light. Yet what
Tehelka has succeeded in doing is creating a dubious
standard operating procedure—target the politicians
and their ever-reliable greed, work in the metros, revel
in the thrill of using shady contacts, operate exciting
and expensive equipment, do all this in English, and
leave it to the underpaid district stringer to find out
what happened to Mr. Deusi’s money. Doesn’t that sort
of thing always happen to the Deusis of India anyway?
Front “TnDia’s NEw TECHNOJOURNALISTS, Or Wiy
Tamors STiL Don't Make HEADUINES” BY Ranul Gos-
WAMI IN <WWW.TEHELKA,COM>

A liberal is a traltor

... IN Pakistan, the word ‘liberal’ has been taken by Urdu
into the realm of:*haram’. ‘Liberal’ parents allow their
daughters to go out at night and mix with men freely.
‘Liberals’ tend to look at India with favour, start talking
about hiiman rights when patriotism requires shutling
up, and obey the fiats of the “ljberal’” West rather than
their own homeland. In one kind of Urdu discourse,
‘liberal* is another. name for ‘traitor’. The PML may be
viscerally conservative but some members on its fring-
es can be called liberal; the same is true of the PPP where
the rank and file is far more right-wing than its founders
intended: ‘Liberalism’ is definitely an attitude, not a
creed...

‘Cosmopolitan’ was once a negative label with the
Left revolutionaries. The cosmopolitans owed allegiance
to no one; they formed an international elite, untouched
by the revolutionary fervour of the masses. The Gujera-
ti communities of Ismailis, Bohras, Memahs and Parsis
were once regarded as the ‘cosmopolitan” fifth column
of the British raj by the All-India Congress. Can this
class save Pakistan from the so-called Talibanisation
of Pakistan? If India and Iran and the pre-Revolution
Russia are any examples to go by, this section of society
actually did not fight the extremists; in fact its interna-
tional status made it easy for it to flee the country and
leave the intellectual space to the extremists.

... We know from the French Revolution that a ma-
jority of the moderates was defeated by the extremist
minority through use of violence! we know that the bol-
sheviks were actually in minority and that they had to
assault and capture a Duma in which they had failed
to win a majority. In Iran, the majority following was
with the left-wing mujahideen-e-khalg, till the clergy
took over the Revolution because of its more extreme
view. The Iranian cosmopolitan elite lost no time in flee-
ing the Revolution. The lesson that both Iran and Af-
ghanistan have tilted to moderation after an initial pe-
riod of extremism brings no solace to us. It simply means
that we have to go through a sanguinary first phase to
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qualify for the second phase.

If vou look at the Urdux press you will find that it is
not the ten million cosmopolitan-liberal-enlightened
society which finds expression on its pages... The press
publishes inflammatory statements from the Islamists
of all stripes and it is very easy to glean from it a sense
of impending doom. No one among these voices of rev-
olution’ says that they will not take over the state be-
cause its society is cosmopolitan. In these circumstanc-
es, is it not a bit unfair to vent one’s spleen on the pre-
sumed ‘liberal’? The truth of the matter is that all of us
are worried about what might happen to Pakistan.

The fact is that Pakistanis are not only not investing
in Pakistan they are also sending their sons abroad

* together with their money. One can rebut the argument...
‘that this exodus is triggered by fear of Talibanisation,

but it is equally untenable to insist that it is caused by

something other than Talibanisation, since no scientif-
ic sampling exists to determine the case either way.

FROM “A REBUTTAL OF THE LIBERALS” Y KHALED

A AreD N THE Fripay TimMes. .

Judicial dictatorship

“, JAGDISH Prasar, with colleagues Shri Umed Singh
and Rajender were going out from Supreme Court at
7.00 p.m and saw that Gate No.C was closed. We came, .
out from the Supreme-Court premises from other path
and inquired why the gate is close. The were surround-

“ed by Prasant Bhusan, Medha Patekar and Arundhan~

ti Roy along with their companion and they told Su-
preme Court your father’s property. On this we told
them they could not sit on Dharna by closing the gate.
The proper place of Dharna is parliament. In the mean

- time Prastant Bhusan said.“You Jagdish Prasar are the

tout of judiciary. Again medha said “SALE KO JAAN
SE MAAR DO (kill him). Arundhanti Roy commanded
the crow that Supreme Court of India is the thief and all
these are this touts. Kill them, Prasant Bhushan pulled
by having caught my haired and said thatif you would
be seen in the Supreme Court again he would get them
killed. But they were shouting inspite of the presence of
§.H.O and ACP Bhaskar Tilak marg. We ran away with
great with great hardship otherwise their goonda might
have done some mischief because of their drunken state.
Therefore, it is requested to you that proper action may
be taken after registering our complaint in order to save
on lives and property. We complainants will be highly
obliged. .

FIR filed against anti-Narmada dam activists.

Arundhati Roy’s affidavit: As a consequence of the
Supreme Court judgement, it is these unfortunate citi-
zens, who stand to lose their homes, their livelihoods,
their gods and their histories. When they came calling
on the Supreme Court on the morning of the 13" of De-
cember 2000, they were asking the Court to restore their
dignity. To accuse Hem of lowering the dignity of the
Court suggests that the dignity of the court and the dig-
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nity of Indian citizens are incompatible, oppositional,

adversarial things. That the dignity of one can only

exist at the cost of the other. If this is so, it is a sad and
shametul proposition.

In recent months this Court has issued judgements
on several major public issues. For instance, the clo-
sure of polluting industries in Delhi, the conversion of
public transport buses from diesel to CNG, and the judge-
ment permitting the construction of the Sardar Sarovar
Dam to proceed. All of these have had far-reaching and
often unanticipated impacts. They have-materially af-
fected, for better or for worse, the lives and livelihoods
of millions of Indian citizens. Whatever the justice or
injustice of these judgements, whatever their finer legal

points, for the court to become intolerant of criticism or -

expressions of dissent would mark the beginning of
the end of democracy.

An ‘activist’ judiciary, that intervenes in public
matters to provide a corrective to a corrupt, dysfunc-
tional executive, surely has to be more, not less account-
able. To a society that is already convulsed by political

bankruptcy, economic distress and religious and cul- -

tural intolerance, any form of judicial intolerance will
cgme as a crippling blow. If the judiciary removes itself
from public scrutiny and accountability,’and severs its
links with the society that it was set up to serve in the
first place, it would mean that yet another piliar of Indi-

_ an democracy will crumble. A judicial dictatorship is

as fearsome a prospect as a military dictatorship or any
other form of totalitarian rule.
On, the grounds that judges of the Supteme Court

. were tOo-busy, the Chief Justice of India refused to al-

low a sitting judge to head the judicial enquiry into the
Tehelka scandal, even though it involves matters of
national security and corruption in the highest places.
Yet, when it comes to an absurd, despicable, entirely
unsubstantiated petition in which all the three respon-
dents happen to be people who have pubhcly though
in markedly different ways questioned the policies of
the government and severely criticised a recent judge-
ment of the Supreme Court, the Court displays a dis-
turbing willingness to issue notice.

It indicates a disquieting inclination on the part of
the court to silence criticism and muzzle dissent, to
harass and intimidate those who disagree with it. By

entertaining a petition based on an FIR that even a local -

police station does not see fit to act upon, the Supreme
Court is doing its own reputation and credibility con-
siderable harm.

In conclusion, I wish to reaffirm that as a writer |
have the right to state my opinions and beliefs. As a free
citizen of India I have the right to be part of any peace-
ful dharna, demonstration or protest march. I have the
right to criticise any judgement of any court that I be-
lieve to be unjust. Thave the right to make common cause
with those I agree with. I hope that each time I exercise
these rights [ will not dragged to court on false charges
and forced to explain my actions.

The torture brigade

DEAR FRIENDS, I've just returned from a trip up north
and east, and wanted to share some of my experiences
with you so you'd know what kind of work I've been
‘doing {some of it} and the people I work with. But don’t
read this if you don’t like gore. This is messy stuft.

I have been very disturbed by my latest trip. As many
of you know, T work with torture survivors and bomb
blast victims. The ngo I work for, the Family Rehabilita-
tion Centre, has offices in many areas of Sri Lanka, in-
cluding the central province, eastern province, and
north-eastern province. I have managed to visit all the
outreach offices {nine of them) during my stay here, as
1 did last year. I go in and talk to the counsellors about
clinical and professional issues, and attempt to sup-
port them in their work. I also check client files to en-
sure that counsellors are up to speed in keeping good
intake and progress notes. Finally, the Colombo office
has requested that I work dlrectly with a few clients
whenever I can, the so-called “severe trauma” cases. In
the North and East these clients tend to be people who
have experienced severe torture at the hands of the Sri
Lankan Police/Army, and in the South they tend to be
people who have been attacked by terrorists,

When 1 visited up north (Vavuriiya and Mannar— .
the closest we can come to Jaffna, which is closed off to
civilians as there is heavy conflict there) I couldn’t take
in the things.I.saw and read. In Vavuniya we saw about
300 people last year who were torture survivors; for
this year, 55 people have already come in who have
been severely tortured. Compared fo last year, the se-
verity and intensity, as well as the number of torture
techmques seem to have increased. There is a lot more
sexual torture (men’s testicles and penis crushed
against a drawer shut hard; bottles inserted into the
anus; burnmg cigarettes on the pt_ms rape of women,
inserting various objects into women's vaginas), in ad-
dition to the usual falanga (beating of the soles of the
foot until they bleed raw, and the cushioning of the feet
that act as shock absorbers are destroyed, causing in-
tense and exeruciating pain when the person attempts
tawalk), telefono (boxing on both ears together until the
ears bleed, so that the person’s hearing is severely im-
paired), “wet submarino” (petroi is placed in a bag and
the person s head is forced in the bag, 1nducmg as-
phyxia), “dry submarino” {chillic powder in the bag),
placing a helmet on the head and beating hard on it,
burning of limbs with cigarettes and burning plastic
bags, dharmachakkra (a unique method in Sri Lanka iron-
ically based on a Buddhist emblem where the person’s
hands and“feet are tied together onto a pole and the
person is “rotated” as if on a spit; and each time one
side of the person is made accessible to an army officer
he beats on it), pulling off of nails and teeth without
anaesthetic, and electric shocks to various parts of the
body (including penis and vagina). '

If this is shocking, think about the people to whom
this is happening! Many of these people are arrested
without any cause under the “Prevention of Terrorism”
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act; they are detained and tortured, and then released
b/c no evidence was found to implicate them. Their
only crime is that they live in a high-conflict area and
they are Tamils, therefore they are suspected terrorists!

The people who comée to us are certainly no terror-
ists {some of them are over 65 years old—teachers, en-
gineers, etc.); in fact if the people arrested were terror-
ists, they go back to the terrorist areas. These people
have no idea why they were arrested, and most of them
have completely lost trust in humanity. Sometimes a
neighbour “gives them away”—a mother will do this
in order to save her own son—she will point to some-
one else in the hopes that her son will be left alone.
Many women are raped and threatened if they dare to
reveal the trie causes of the tearing/bleeding of their
sexual organs when examined by a medical officer...

I have spoken to a 16-year-old boy who can’t wait to
join the terrorists, now that he was arrested and severe-
ly tortured continuously for 15 days (every evening;
our clients dread the dusk) having committed no crimes;
a 65-year-old man who wept when attempting to tell
me about the. atrocities the authorities committed

sagainst him, a man who had always helped others in
" the community, a man people respected and admired; a
woma_n';uwhose husband had'been tortured, released,
re-arrested and tortured again, resulting in his death—
her eyes were swollen with weeping; a boy who wit-
nessed, at the age of 3, his uncle being cut to pieces by
the army and at the age of 14, his brother going through
the exact same thing (he faints every time he tries to talk
about it); and many many others. All1can do is listen to
their story and attempt to give them some hope for the
future {!). They do appear to get some solace from tell-
ing their story, and I try to use what metaphors [ can to
help them understand the power they have to heal--

that they are torture survivors, not victims. Yet all I can :

give them is one session. One session to help them man-
age “severe torture”. It's ludicrous. The counsellor in
every office is overwhelmed: how does ofie handle 55+
cases at a time? :

Down South, the situation is no better.
Every so often a small village is terrorised by
the terrorists, who want the villagers to leave |
their homes so they can capture the village.
Sometimes, the day before they are to enter
the village they send word to the people, tell-
ing them to leave. But where are these peo-
ple to go? If they leave, the terrorists will
claim that land, and “expand their borders”
(hence, these villages are called “border vil-
lages”), and they lose their home and becomne
refugees in a place where the government
cannot care for them. So some stay, some flee.
Those who stay try to hide when the terror-
ists come, screaming and yelling and shoot-
ing, into their huts at 2 or 3 a.m. If they are
found, the terrorists take machetes, axes, and
other tools and begin hacking at the fami-
lies—old men and women, young men, preg-
nant women, and children—yes, children.

All but one are killed in each family; one is left to tell the
tale, to frighten others. One mother lost her four chil-
dren this way, and ran behind the killers, pleading to
be killed along with her family; she was left alive. An-

. other littie boy (13) also ran to the door, screaming to

die, and a mother who was barely alive crawled to the
door and pulled him back, just in time-{she herself died -
soon after). Some are cut up, but left alive, b/c the ter-
rorists cannot tell if they are dead or alive, there is so
much blood. :

These are the stories of the people in Sri Lanka.
Please pray for them. Think about them. Do what you
can—join Amnesty International and voice your opin-
jon on what's happening. The people in Colombo are
living with blinders on, not wanting to know. This is

“what some people are trying to call a “war for free-

dom”. These. are not freedom fighters—they are butch-
ers. The government is not a protecting force—they are
murderers. And, as is usual in Sri Lanka and most oth-
er places, it is the poar and the powerless who suffer.
And suffer. And suffer. -
I'm sorry if [ was too graphic.\f‘jgst wanted you all to
know the situagion here. 1 work with not much under-
standing of what good I'm really doing, butI go through
the motions, and I believe that some intervention is bet-
ter than none. But as yoti can imagine, it's heart-rend-
ing and exhausting-—there’s only one other doctoral
level clinical psychologist here, and six masters-level -
clinical psychologists-and about five people who've
done their B.A. in psychology {who are also working as

clinical psychologists here, the need is so great). There

are also some counsellors, but it's hard to'tell how effec-
tive they ate as most of them have had little or no train-
ing, some of it countertherapeutic. I'm looking forward
to coming home soon and resting a little.
God bless, '
Gaithri
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Heart of darkness

Asia’s largest slum is a testament
of the state’s failure to address
the growth of Bombay city’s expan-
sive underbelly. It is also a grim re-
minder to the gracious people of
how the underclass survives.

In the Introduction to her book,
Rediscovering Dharavi: Stories from
Asia’s Largest Slum, Kalpana Shar-
ma makes a brave admission: “Like
many others in Mumbai, I too did
not know precisely what and where
was this-‘slum’ called Dharavi. 1
discovered it, so to speak, during the
1992-93 communal riots... As a jour-
nalist, I had to visit Dharavi fre-
quently to report on the riots...” The
rest of the book is a testament to just
how precisely and thoroughly she
then set about discovering what and
where Dharavi is, and more impor-
tantly—if one may be permitted a
little grammatical licence—why itis.

The ‘where’ of Dharavi can be
established easily enough. New-
comers to Mumbai will probably
have the place—'Asia’s largest
slum’—pointed out to them with a
nudge and an uncomfortable
chuckle as they drive out from the
airport to the commercial centres of
the “island city’, or make their first
trip south on a ‘local’ commuter
train. The ‘what’ and the ‘why’ are
harder to locate and understand,
and Sharma devotes the buik of her
work to these questions.

One of the strongest features of
the book is its clarity about the
many whys of Dharavi: why does
such a place exist? Why does it ex-
ist in the precise location that it does
(sandwiched between Bombay’s
two major north-south railway
axes, more or less in the centre of
Creater Bombay as the city is now
developing)? Why does Bombay's
middle-class—which includes the
metro’s planning and supervisory
echelons—view Dharavi with a
strange and almost schizophrenic
mixture of interest, exasperation,
fear, revulsion and curiosity, but
almost never with understanding?
And most of all, why does and must

Dharavi matter to us all? Sharma
responds to these questions with
answers that are informed by pains-
taking research, passion, warmth
and a stern reminder that while en-
terprise in the midst of deprivation
is to be admired, there is absolutely
“nothing to celebrate about living
in a cramped 150 sq. ft. house with
no natural light or ventilation, with-
out running water or sanitation”,

Semantic ‘recognition’

Ultimately, as Sharma lucidly ar-
gues, the growth of places like
Dharavi is the direct and simple re-
sult of the state’s refusal to acknowl-

Yediscovering

Dharavi

.

Kalpn_
THARME

et

S

- — -
T ATt ot

Rediscovering Dharavi: Stories

from Asia’s Largest Slum
by Kalpana Sharma;
Penguin Books India, 2000, New Delhi,
paperback, pp xxxviii + 202, INR 200.
ISBN: 014 1000 236

reviewed by Harini Narayanan

edge that urban centres like Bom-
bay are, and in the foreseeable fu-
ture will continue to be, magnets for
those sceking employment. She
writes that it always was the re-
sponsibility of the state to ensure
that decent and affordable housing
was made available to the job-seek-
ers, and that at several points, espe-
cially in the early post-Indepen-
dence years, such housing could
easily have been initiated by the
government on the large tracts of
vacant land that were then readily
available.

At least during the early boom

years, industrial houses could have
been required by law to provide
housing for permanent employees.
The government as well as a few
industrial units did indeed build
some workers” housing (there was
even a feeble effort to get textile-mill
owners to contribute towards a fund
that the government would then use
to build chuwls or residential settle-
ments, for their workers), but in the
absence of any compelling policy or
legislation these initiatives soon
petered out,

In sum, in Bombay, the state com-
prehensively abdicated its respon-
sibilities in providing for the poor.
Sharma says that what little urban
planning and implementation get
carried out in Bombay happen
mainly by default and negligence.
The "history and growth" of places
like Dharavi, packing in a million
people in a 175-hectare triangle of
swampy, ill-serviced urban waste-
land, illustrate the resulting prob-
lems graphically.

After many decades of sustained
disregard of the common-sense
conclusion that even the thinnest
hope of urban employment is
enough to impel the rural poor to
the city, the government in Bombay
took cognisance of the consequenc-
es of this inflow and it set about
making its early development plans.
In these plans, it explained what it
would do with the city’s burgeon-
ing slums: remove them. According-
ly, the period between the late 1960s
and the early 1980s was devoted to
the tragic and wasteful act of tear-
ing down ‘illegal’ housing and or-
dering the occupants to simply
leave. No thinking middle-class cit-
izen of Bombay can recall of the
1970s or 1980s without discomfort,
the demolitions of the Emergency
years, or those miserable monsoon
days in mid-1981 when an entirc
settlement was destroyed, the occu-
pants packed into buses and depos-
ited on the outskirts of the city with
the injunction to “go home”.

As Sharma reminds us, demoli-
tion and eviction are still the most
visible instruments the city govern-
ment deplovs whenever it needs to
demonstrate that it can actually run
the show. But at least at the policy-
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making level, the futility of demoli-
tions has been understood and re-
placed, serially, by programmes for
slum ‘improvement’, ‘upgradation’
and most recently, ‘redevelopment’.
All these programmes follow a bi-
zarre and semantically loaded ritu-
al that is called ‘recogniticn’, i.e., the
government ‘recognises’ that a par-
ticular slum and its inhabitants
have been around so long that they
are unlikely to vanish altogether,
and so they might as well be offered
rudimentary forms of civic services
like sanitation and water. ‘Recog-
nition’ is granted on the basis of a
‘cut-off’ date, which is a powerful
political tool that is always avail-
able for negotiation and accommo-
dation. Over the years, [ have
watched this ‘cut-off’ date lurch
steadily forward, from 1976, to 1980,
then 1985 and finally (for now), to
1995.

- But, as Sharma knows, ‘recogni-
tion' does not mean legality of ten-
ure, and the state is free to demolish
slums that it has itself set up when-
ever it feels it can make ‘better’ use
of the land, typically by offering it
to private builders. Thus, Dharavi
and other Bombay slums are fuli of
groups that have been evicted and
relocated several times in the course
of one lifetime. And, it is worth re-
membering, in every instance after
the first dislocation, they have been
summarily uprooted from land on
which the government had itself lo-
cated them. The landscape of Bom-
bay bears witness to these succes-
sive evictions in its informal place-
names. There are several Kumbhar-
wadas (potters’ colonies) in Bombay,
though the most identifiable settle-
ment of traditional Kumbhars in
Mumbai is today to be found only
in Dharavi. Most of the other so-
called ‘Kumbharwadas’ simply
designate those locations where mi-
grant potters from Gujarat were
once allowed to exist.

This fundamental illegality of
residence that slum-dwellers in
Mumbai have to live with, even in
old and supposedly well-settled
slums like Dharavi, does deface their
entire being, their very existence, as
far as the city’s more fortunately lo-
cated residents are concerned. It is
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true, to some extent, that illegality
of residential tenure reproduces oth-
er illegalities of transaction—for ev-
ery time someone wants a piece of
land to build a shack, get a water
connection or a job in Dharavi, he
or she must perforce employ means
that are often necessarily extra-le-
gal. But, as Sharma peints out, on
the flip side it is easier for crimes
like murder and theft to be commit-
ted in isolated middle-class living
areas than it is in a densely packed
settlement like Dharavi. Up to 90 per
cent of the residents often work close
to where they live.

The slum economy

Itis in the description of this crowd-
ed living that the author displays
her impressive fieldwork. Sharma
has clearly spent much time walk-
ing through Dharavi's bewildering
{to the outsider) network of roads,
lanes and alleys, separating out dis-
tinct groups of residents, putting
together comptlex oral histories
about their places of origin, their
arrival in Mumbai, their dreams
about the city of gold and their toils
to get a piece of that gold. Migrants
from all over the country jostle with
each other for their own little inch-
es of space in Dharavi, and many of
them continue to pursue in Dharavi
their calling of the past. And as Shar-
ma points out with such under-
standing, their preoccupation with
finding employment and improving
their lives restrains Dharavi resi-
dents from being easily provoked
into clashes with each other, con-
trary to anything that the unin-
formed outsider might believe.

“If you want to eat the best gulab
Jamuns in town, buy the best chiki,
acquire an export-quality leather
handbag, order World Health Or-
ganization (WHO) certified sutures
for surgery, see the latest design in
ready-made garments being manu-
factured for export, get a new suit-
case or an old one repaired, taste
food from the north and the south,
see traditional South Indian gold
jewellery—there are few better plac-
es in all of Bombay than Dharavi,”
writes Sharma. The book explains
in painstaking detail just how and
where each of these activities are

pursued in Dharavi’s dark lofts and
crowded sweatshops. In the pro-
cess, she charts the course of many
fascinating rags-to-riches stories—
the kind that constantly inspire
Hindi cinema plotlines and filter
back to barren hinterlands, enticing
yet more waves of migrants to Bom-
bay’s teeming stums.

The figures are not to be taken
lightly. Cautioning that “estimates
of the daily turnover of Dharavi can
only be wild guesses as... much of
the production here is illegal”, Shar-
ma puts forward a “back-of-the-en-
velope calculation” that adds up to
between INR 1,500 crore and INR
2,000 crore a year. This amounts to
around INR 11 crore per hectare per
year. Even allowing for some exag-
geration by Dharavi's residents,
these figures are something that the
city government must bear in mind
when it next decides to tell these res-
ident migrants to “go home”. Many
of Dharavi's younger residents have
never seen a part of the world other
than Greater Bombay.

The details about Dharavi’s res-
idents, their caste and regional pro-
files, their jobs, failures and success
stories, are fascinating. But this is
also the one section of the book
where, perhaps, the editors have not
served the author well enough. The
mass of material was clearly so over-
whelming that it was difficult to
avoid making repetitive statements
or offer sustained cross-referencing.
Dharavi's 25 bakeries are discussed
in at least four different places in
the book. And each time, the infor-
mation is presented as if for the first
time. Similarly, the regional compo-
sition of Dharavi’s residents is ex-
plained repeatedly, without the usu-
al indicative phrases of prior or re-
iterative reference. But this in no
way affects the fundamental rigour
of analysis.

This is a book that professionals
who grapple with the problems of
Third World metros need to take se-
riously. But more importantly, it is a
work that everyone who has ever
driven past Dharavi and looked at
it with a mixture of interest, revul-
sion and incomprehension needs to
read and think about. b
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The undiscriminated Jews

India's smallest and least known
religious minority are the Jews,
who number less than 10,000 in all.
Once a significant community in
terms of influence and power at the
isolated local redoubts, the Jews of
India are today approaching extinc-
tion, with the vast majority of the
community having shifted to Israel
and elsewhere after Independence.
Much has actually been written on
the Jews of India. This book, while
covering familiar ground, offers new
insights and perspectives on the
life, history and customs of this fas-
cinating community.

Katz, himself an authority on the
subject, having already authored
two previous books on the Indian
Jews, explains that the Jews of the
country are far from being a mono-
lithic community. Differences of his-
torical origin, tradition, ritual and
custom all justify their being treat-
ed as separate communities, albeit
united by their common Jewishness.
Katz identifies three major Jewish
groups in India: that of the Jews of
Cochin, the Bene Israel of the Kon-
kan coast and the Baghdadis of
Bombay, Calcutta and some cities of
North India. These communities
adopted varying strategies to come
to terms with being Jewish in an
overwhelmingly Gentile society. But
India, according to Katz, was one of
the few countries where the Jews
never experienced any form of anti-
Semitism, except for a brief inter-
lude at the hands of the Portuguese
Catholics in Kerala.

The Jews of Cochin have had the
longest recorded history—Katz pro-
vides an interesting account of their
arrival on the Malabar coast almost
2000 years ago. The key to under-
standing the rise of the Cochin Jew-
ry to considerable prosperity, even
going so far as to establish a small
kingdom of its own, he writes, lies
in the advantages that the Jews
brought for the local rulers. For, they
served as soldiers, traders and mid-
dlemen, playing a major role in the
flourishing commerce between Mal-
abar and West Asia and beyond. The

Cochin Jews earned a high status
for themselves, in a predominantly
Hindu caste-based society, by
emerging as a caste themselves,
adopting several Hindu customs
while remaining true to their Jew-
ish faith.

Another fascinating instance of
a Jewish group successfully main-
taining its Jewishness while com-
pletely adapting itself to the local
environment is that of the Shaniwar
Telis or the Bene Israel of the Kon-
kan coast. Scattered in villages
along the Konkan, they took to
oil pressing as their principal occu-
pation, in effect becoming a caste

Who Are The Jews of India?
by Nathan Katz, The University of California
Press, Berkefey, 2000 Pages: 207 Price: §45
1SBN: 0-520-21323-8

reviewed by Yoginder Sikand

placed low in the social hierarchy.
Little seems to have distin-
guished the Jewish oil-pressers from
the Hindu and Muslim counter-
parts but their Hebrew practice of
taking rest from work on the Sab-
bath, Saturday (shariwar), which is
how they earned the title “Shaniwar
Telis”. In all other matters, they
adopted local cultural practices and
customs. According to Katz, it was
only from the 18th century onwards,
because of the influence of Christian
missionaries, and contacts with Co-
chini, and later, Baghdadi Jews, that
the Bene Israel began to conscious-
ly discard much of their traditional
culture in favour of what they saw
as normative Jewish traditions.
The Baghdadis were the latest
Jewish arrivals in India, and have
not been able to adapt themselves

to the Indian cultural environment
in the way the others had. Descend-
ed from Jews of West Asian extrac-
tion, the Baghdadis were proud of
their Arab-Jewish culture, and set-
tled mainly in Bombay and Calcut-
ta, and under the British, prospered
greatly, producing some of the rich-
est families in India.

The 1857 Mutiny, in which both
Hindus and Muslims participated,
forced the Baghdadis to stress clos-
er ties with the British. While this
may certainly have helped them in
seeking a European identity for
themselves, it meant a gradual ero-
sion of their own culture, and also
led to increasing dissension among
the various Jewish communities.
Katz tells us how the Baghdadis
consistently looked down upon the
Bene Israel for their Indian customs
and habits, casting doubts about
their racial purity and seeking to
exclude them from the mainstream
of the community.

Despite these rivalries that seem
to have wracked the Jewish pre-
serves in India, once the state of Is-
rael came into being in 1948, all In-
dian Jews emigrated to the new state,
almost en masse. Yet, even there, re-
ports Katz, invidious caste distinc-
tions remained among the Indian
Jews. Bene Israel’s Jewishness is still
debated in the orthodox circles of
Haifa and Jerusalem.

For a broad overview of Jewish
life and history in India this book
excels. The narrative stops at 1947,
and unfortunately, there is little
about the remaining Jews in India
and about the Indian Jews in Israel
today. Nor is there mention of iso-
lated neo-Jewish groups, such as
the Dalit families of Andhra
Pradesh and some tribals in North-
east India, who have claimed Jew-
ish descent and have, on the basis
of that, developed a new Jewish
identity for themselves.

The author’s own passionate
advocacy of Israel as the fulfilment
of the millennial hopes of the Jews
will certainly strike a jarring note
for some, but that should be no rea-
son for ignoring what is probably
one of the most interesting studies
on the subject of India’s Jewry. 5

HIMAL 14/5 May 2001




Vajra (literally-flash
of lightning}, is an
artists’ condominium,
a transit home for
many, providing a
base during months
of hibernation and
creative inspiration.
Its isolation, graphic
splendour and
peaceful ambience,
make an ideal retreat
from the clock of

pressure.
Ketaki Sheth
Inside Qutside.

I stayed a week at the
Vajra, by which time
I had become so fond
~ of it that I stayed
another
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Hell's Angels

here was once a man called

Mahatma Gandhi. Among

other things, he believed in
cleaning his own toilet. But the land
of his birth, Gujarat, still has thou-
sands of ‘scavengers’—an archaic
Victorian term used mostly in In-
dia—who carry on their head night-
soil, the sanitised euphemism for
human excreta.

The film Lesser Humans is about
them, the Bhangis, who occupy the
lowest position in the caste heirar-
chy, cutcastes even among out-
castes. The 539-minute documenta-
ry shocks, even as it investigates the
caste, gender, economic and politi-
cal factors responsible for the per-
petuation of this noxious practice.
It exposes in gut-wrenching detail
the fate of people doomed from
birth to a lifetime of sweeping hu-
man dung from the hell-holes they
work in.

The film, shot in 1997, the 50th
year of Indian Independence, effec-
tively hammers home the unremit-
ting misery of the Bhangis’ existence
with the clever use of a sequence of
dates that mark the innumerable
promises of amelioration. Year af-
ter year, politicians and govern-
ments pledge relief and resolve to
end manual scavenging. Commis-
sion after commission conducts en-
quiries, prepares reports and makes
recommendations. But for the
Bhangis, life does not change. Not
even after the enactment of the Em-
ployment of Manual Scavengers
and Construction of Dry Latrines
(Prohibition) Act of 1993, which
makes employment of scavengers,
and the construction of dry (non-
flush) latrines, a crime punishable
by imprisonment up to a year and/
or a fine of INR 2000. (Dry latrines
most often are no more than a small
room in which a small hole on the
floor opens into a container in a
compartment below. The cleaner

crawls into the compartment and
empties out the container. In pit la-
trines, the faeces is usually collect-
ed in a jute bag, which is removed.)

In the rural areas of Gujarat
where the film is shot, Bhangi wom-
en still carry baskets filled with
‘night-soil” on their heads. Other
than clearing latrines, a Bhangi’s
workload includes disposing of
dead animals, carrying dead bod-
ies for post-mortem, carrying the
death notices (of the upper castes),
and cleaning cowsheds. With “in-
auspicious’ jobs, a Bhangi woman
or man is kept away from normal
interaction with other members of
society for fear of being ‘polluted’.

(One of the most moving images
in the documentary is that of Bhan-
gi schoolchildren being asked to sit
apart in the classroom, and being
abused and reviled. A young girl
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talks about her dream of becoming
a doctor, and how she had to drop
out of school and join her broom-
wielding kin. There are no preten-
sions left when it is human excreta
that earns somebody one roti a day
or five rupees a month. There are
32,000 Bhangi families in the state
of Gujarat.

Other than the Bhangis of Gu-
jarat, Dalit manual scavengers ex-
ist under different names through-
out India. They are called Chuhras
in Punjab, Dumras in Rajasthan,
Mehtar in Bihar, Bhuimalia in West
Bengal, Pakhis in Andhra Pradesh
and Thotis (also Sikkaliars) in Tamil
Nadu. Their tools of work are a
broom, a tin plate, a basket or a met-
al drum, in which they transport the

faeces to the dumping grounds. In
urban arcas, they also clear the gut-
ters, and are lowered with ropes into
manholes, usually without any pro-
tective gear. In cities like Bombay,
Baroda and Ahmedabad, there have
been cases of cleaners dying of car-
bon menaoxide poisoning. For their
pains they are paid between INR 30
and 50 a day, that too, if they are
employed by civic bodies. Those
working privately may earn INR five
to 15 a month per house.

Must-see

The case of Gujarati Bhangis is a
curious one. Although the state gov-
ernment came up with repeated
bans—in 1969, 1991, 1994 and
1995—scavenging is carried out
under the authority of the local gov-
ernment bodies, such as the village
panchayats and municipalities.
And even more curiously, Gujarat
is the only state to have adopted the
1993 Act, which makes the employ-
ing of scavengers punishable.

The film is interspersed with in-
terviews by Martin Macwan, the
presenter of the film, who is also the
director of Navsarjan Trust, a vol-
untary organisation that works for
the Bhangis’ cause. In Macwan's
view, “Manual scavenging cannot.
be looked at in isolation as an occu-
pation. It is built in the caste system
and is getting worse. Fifty years
ago there was no technology but
today we have it. But things remain
the same. Technology again is
caste-based. If you are on the wrong
side of the fence, vou hardly get
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Town Diary

by G.P. Deshpande

RAHIMATPUR

Town alongt

HERE ARE some basic facts. Of course, the facts
about a towr like -Rahimatpur can only be basic. They

~ are also historical.-Very little of the present that is not

hjstory is worth narrating. A semi-urban place of
about 14,000 people, 124 kilometres south-southwest
-of Pune in the state of Maharashtra. Tradition lists
seven rivets of India to-be the most sacred: Ganga,
Sindhu, Sarasvati (now non-existent), Yamuna,
Godavari, Narmada, Kaved and Krishna. Our town
belongs to the Krishna Valley. The river is about four
kilometres from Rahimatpur. The first thing which
strikes you -about the township is that it is located as
if it were at thé bottom of a bowl. It is surrounded by
hills. As you step out of the town in any direction you
move up from the base towards the edge. As often
-happens in this part of Western India, you climb to
~ the top of a hill, you find yourself not at the peak but
- rather on an enormous plateau, often most windy.

Rahimatpur (literally, the Town of His Mercy) was
established sometime in the 16-17* century as a
Revenue Post of the Adilshahi Sultanate {capital
Bijapur, present-day Karnataka). It is located on a
highway connecting Bifapur to Satara (another his-
toric town of late medieval India). Once, Rahimatpur
was a commercial centre known for its textile market.
The Suitanate was not a big empire. And this was its
tiny outpost in the far northwest.

You can even now see that the town was original-
ly neat and well-planned. Two avenues, about half a
kilometre long, cross each other in the middle of the
town. The habitation is along this axis. Most small
(and large) towns of historical interest are replete
with narrow lanes (galis) that go hither and thither,
© giving character to the neighbourhood. The poet
Zauq once said, Kaun javega Zauq, Dilli ki galiyan
chhod kar? (Why would anyone want to leave the
lanes of Delhi?) However, Rahimatpur is not a town
of galis. It is a town of avenues; broad avenues at
that. Its cross-streets are broad too. You get the feeling
that when the town was new, it must have looked
a bit like Lutyens’ Delhi does today, except that
Rahimatpur is tiny and does not have imposing
buildings. But the sense of space is the same, or at
least comparable.

o Kandalu

The town stands along a river, or rivulet. Three

beautiful temples stand at two ends of the town along .-

this watercourse. Once it was a river in its own right,
a tiny tributary of the Krishna. It even had a name:

Kamandalu, the water pot that sadhus carry. A meta-
phor had become a name. When I was a school-kid in
the Town of His Mercy, there was a lot of water, clean,
drinkable water in the Kamandalu. it was even possi-
ble to swim in the river. Now the water has become its
pathetic Other: dirty, near-dry, totally undrinkable. --

There have been other changes. There were huge, - ¢

ancient tamarind trees along the stone wall on the far
bank. Nobody seems to know what the stone wall,
now broken and hardly in shape, was supposed to
be. But it was there. We spent warm summer after-
noons on the steps which went from the wail to the -
river. If asked to define nostalgia, I would say the
tamarind trees and the swim in the village river. Both
trees and wall are no more, leaving behind only some
pathetic signs that modernity distinguishes itself
with even here in Rahimatpur—water shortage,
farming crisis, and near obscene greed of a populace
which has lost its moorings with the past.

In the early decades of the 20" century, Maharash-
tra was marked by considerable inter-caste tensions.
Almost idyllically, Rahimatpur was free of them. Back
in 1906, a civil judge, one Mr Kanitkar, noted that
Rahimatpur was a quiet town remarkably free of
inter-communal tensions, It was founded by Mushim
rulers, and today Muslims constitute about 10 percent
of its population. But my home town has no history of
Hindu-Mushm tensions. There are two major pockets
of Muslim population. One across the river and away
from the town in the southeast. The other at the west-
ern end of the east-west axis. It is possible that these
two population-pockets represent two different caste
groups which converted to Islam at two different
times.

The azaan, the call for prayer, used to be clear and
sonorous in Rahimatpur. We now have loud speakers
fitted to the minarets, and the muezzin’s call is loud
and jarring. Theological lectures are held there in a
hall, and the courtvard can hardly take a hundred
people. And yet, a microphone is needed. That family
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diary

in whose house the lectures take place has been there
since as long as I can remember. But noisy theology is
new. Indeed, all religions in these times tend to be-
lieve in volubility rather than reflection. This is true
no less of the Hindus, and lately also of the Jains in
Rahimatpur as well. The town has become noisier.
Noise pollution in the name of religion is not only
ignored but seems to be rather welcome. I long for the
soft, sonorous azaan or a Bhakti rendition early in the
morning. Subtleties of voice and the beauty of the
religious call are lost, perhaps forever. Rahimatpur is
now more the Town of Godly Cacophony than that of
His Mercy.

Rahimatpur used to be a
town of professionals. A wada
was a typical late-medieval Maha-
rashtrian house. You entered a wada
from a huge, usually decorative door
and stepped into an open square
courtyard with rooms and a covered
walkway around the inside.

Then another door, which led P
to another courtyard. In that 4
secluded space, the fact that
you stood in the centre of the
town was forgotten. You were
at the centre of personal
wealth, in this case the wealth
of those who dealt in textiles
and, of course, the wealth of the
absentee-landlords or their
managers. The various neigh-
bourhoods had their caste status.
They also had a professional
status. Indeed, there was a time
when you went around Rahimat-
pur and understood the complexi- _
ties of caste almost as a mode of ok ]
production. Rahimatpur and its vy
professional layout brought home to

you the jati-tyavastha (caste system) as the principle
of economic organisation.

Today, of course, the wadas are in a dilapidated
state. They had started falling to disrepair already
when } was in primary school (1944-47). Now, many
have collapsed totally. What you now see are empty
spaces giving some idea of their expanse and their
one-time glory. You get to see a wall or two. The rest is
an emptiness, proof of depressed agriculture in this
region. The houses of small-time professionals who
remain here are in a bad state. There used to be a
number of ironsmiths in Rahimatpur. Now there is
barely one. The oil-smith, and along with him, the
delicious non-refined cooking oil are forgotten. What
are they doing? And their children? Crowding the
slums of Bombay, one imagines.

Rahimatpur is testimony to the decline and near-
collapse of the village economy of this part of India.

Bu'ay' /.
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Maharasthra Pune Municipality. Pune is now a corporation,
T\ |

e e ing frustrated alcoholics. It is heartbreaking to

The new industrial estates have not touched my
town. When I left it in 1960, there was no electricity in
the town. I studied not quite at the municipal light,
but certainly in the meagre light of an oil-lamp. But I
could read. I wanted to read. Young people in Rahi-
matpur still want to read and do read. The rest, how-
ever, is a story of destruction, almost a slow death. No
industry, no employment, no rain, no productive
agriculure.

Rahimatpur is a municipal town. Our municipali-
ty was established in 1853, the third one in the Mar-
athi-speaking part of the then Bombay Presidency.

Rahimatpur Municipality is in fact older than

—

T

e & /
e Rahimatpur a forgotten
semi-urban bunch of houses.
Time has come to a standstill.

A native liquor-shop established
sometime in the 1970s does its job of produc-
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encounter a class-fellow who begs me to buy him a
drink. T know that I shouldn't. Yet I do not know how
not to. The alcoholic then symbolises Rahimatpur: a
certain decline, self-destruction, that the town cannot
avoid. Every time I go to Rahimatpur, the sadder I
return.

In the midst of all this decline my father, who is
92, stoically looks at the futureless agrarian economy
of Rahimatpur. He remembers his childhood and gets
lost in it. The town was prosperous then, he tells us.
A period of history comes alive as he recollects. For
him and for us. The future then does not seem to
matter. The still surviving and beautiful mosque of
Rahimatpur and the shikharas (pagodas) of the tem-
ples stand above the decline around them. One looks
at them.

Rahimatpur has very little of its present. It proba-
bly has no future. It is a town which only has a past.
Just as well perhaps, because it would otherwise
have wanted to repeat that history and almost cer-
tainly as a farce or perhaps even as a tragedy. Quiet
submersion in the past is Rahimatpur’s destiny. 2
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